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Prologue

Phil’s shield clanged as the giant beetle’s pincers grabbed it, and the big man winced as the insect shook its head, trying to tear off the shield or the arm; Phil wasn’t sure which.  He muttered a few syllables and touched one finger to his shield, and the beetle hissed as an electric spark jumped through the shield into its body.  Its pincers opened reflexively, releasing Phil’s arm, and the Spellsword pushed forward, stabbing his flaming blade directly into the beetle’s open maw.  The insect scuttled back, but suddenly McBane appeared on top of its back, his twin blades ripping into the soft tissue beneath its carapace. 
A crossbow bolt streaked past Phil and struck the beetle in one of its eyes, disappearing into the monster’s head.  It recoiled, and Phil took the moment to slam his shield under its pincers, lifting it up and exposing its more delicate underbelly.  He could have struck then, but instead he continued to lift, putting his new Str Stat to work as he flipped the creature entirely onto its back.  He stepped on one of the pincers, pinning it in place, and held the creature’s head down with his shield while Longfellow and McBane finished it off.
As he sheathed his sword, he shook his head at how easy the battle had been.  “I think we’re outgrowing this area, guys,” he mused as he checked his notifications.  “That fight gave us each, what, 85 XP?  That’s barely worth coming out here, really.”
“It doesn’t make sense,” McBane complained in a slightly high-pitched voice that had a very faint Irish accent to it, one you had to listen to in order to really hear.  “Yesterday, these things gave us almost triple that.  Did the AIs nerf them or something?”
“I think it’s hilarious that you’re talking about making sense,” Meridian scoffed good-naturedly in her normal accent, which held a distinct Southern twang but wasn’t as obnoxious as what she called her ‘Hee-Haw accent’, whatever that meant.  “You named yourself after a minor Simpsons character – and you don’t even have the common decency to talk like him – and you’re expecting things to make sense?”
“I’ve told you,” McBane huffed, “I’m not named after that idiot movie star in your little cartoon.  I’m named after Donald McBane, the legendary swordmaster!”
“You say that a lot,” Longfellow spoke up, his British accent clear and strong.  “But I have yet to see you challenge anyone to a formal duel.  Is it because your gloves are too tight to take off and smack someone?  I can lend you a pair, if you’d like.”
“Like I’d want to touch anything your hands have been in,” McBane snorted.  “You think we don’t know what you do when you go off to ‘train’?  I’m certain there’s some shaft work going on, but no one believes arrows are involved.”
Meridian burst into laughter.  “Damn, Shortfellow,” she guffawed.  “Do I need to drop a heal on you for that burn?”
“We all have our training methods,” Longfellow shrugged.  “Just because mine doesn’t involve grunting and sweating…wait a tick…”
Even McBane laughed at that, and Phil needed a few moments to collect himself before he could speak.  “Hey, whatever you’re doing is working, so feel free to keep it up,” he assured Longfellow.  “Just, you know, be a little quieter about it around the camp, tonight, okay?  You had Meridian all hot and bothered yesterday.”
“That boy couldn’t get me hot if he set me on fire,” Meridian countered.  “Now, maybe if McBane would just give in and do the accent already, we could talk.”  She looked at the short, wiry man with his dirty blonde hair.  “Come on, you know you want to say it.  Just once, for me?”
The Rogue rolled his eyes.  “You know that doesn’t work on me,” he reminded her.  “You’ve got too many X chromosomes for my taste.”  He looked at her pleading face and sighed.   “Fine, just this once.”  He straightened and put on an expressionless mask.  “Did you ever notice how men leave the toilet seat up?  That’s the joke.” 
Meridian sighed and pretended to swoon, but McBane just ignored her and turned back to face Phil.  “So, what do you think about why our XP are going down?”
Phil frowned, his hilarity melting away in an instant.  “I think it’s because they’re not really a challenge for us anymore,” he said slowly.  “I remember Jeff – Aranos, sorry, it’s hard to remember sometimes – telling me that the AIs scaled down his XP when he was fighting these giant skeleton things because he had a method that gave him almost no risk.  When the challenge goes down, the reward goes down, too.”
“Well, we’ve still got this Bounty Quest for their bits and pieces,” Meridian spoke up.  “That’s a few hundred XP, plus some gold, right there.”
“It’s not very much XP or gold, though, is it?” Longfellow countered.  “I think Phil’s right; I think we’re outgrowing this part of the Blightlands.”
After Phil’s return to Singularity Online, he’d tried his best to put Jeff’s suggestions into action.  He’d worked out a deal for Longfellow and him to get some weapons training at the local armory, and he’d been using the training regimen Jeff gave him to boost his Str and End by two points a day.  After seeing the results, his teammates had found trainers of their own: Longfellow was working on his Dex and Per, and Meridian had found an exercise that let her boost her Wis and Int. 
After they’d recruited Blaine, who went by the alias McBane, to Meridian’s endless amusement, Phil had told the Rogue about Stat training.  The man had jumped at the chance for extra Agil and Per training, and the four of them had finally become strong enough to venture into the Blightlands at night, the first party in Stoneleague to have attempted it and survived.
“We could go deeper,” Meridian ventured.  “In fact, maybe we should start heading out toward the High Road a bit.  I know stuff’s tougher out that way, but we’re gonna have to do it eventually, right?”
“The tiny healer has a point,” Longfellow agreed.  “Beyond her two obvious ones, that is.  Might as well start making our way out there, right?”
Phil nodded.  “Yeah, I think it’s time,” he agreed.  “We’ll head that way tonight, come back out tomorrow, and see if we can’t reach the High Road the day after.”  The big man grinned.  “I think we’re ready for Antas, folks.”
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Martina sat silently, staring at the ale she’d been nursing all day and cursing that asshole Phil for probably the fiftieth time today.  She was certain he was the one who started calling her ‘Karen’ – not that ‘SniprGurl’ is any better, is it, Martina? she thought bitterly – and that he was probably the one who convinced Neela to join that damned College, leaving Martina without any kind of magical support.  Sure, Hector was still willing to party with her, but with just a tank and a scout/DPS, there weren’t many Quests that were really available to them.  She knew that Hector had been hanging out at the Adventurer’s Guild and jumping into pick-up groups for single Quests here and there; tanks were a dime a dozen, but Hector was known to be solid and reliable, so he rarely had trouble grabbing a group.
He’d even invited her to join him, but she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. That would be someone else’s party, and she’d just be another shooter in it.  Despite what Phil said, she knew that she could be a great party leader if she just found people that wouldn’t screw things up so much, but no matter how she tried, she couldn’t seem to get a party together.  Hector told her that she had a reputation; he didn’t say for what, but she was sure that it was because Phil went around shit-talking her out of spite for being kicked out of the party.
And then, the asshole Spellsword had gone and grabbed a new party.  They’d started small, with only three people, but they’d gone on a damn whirlwind of Questing.  They’d managed to complete some Quests that Martina had left hanging – you mean failed, her mind told her maliciously – and a couple that she had deemed impossible to complete.  All that meant, of course, was that Phil had been holding out on her when he was in the party; he’d been screwing her this whole, damn time.
Now, here she was, sitting in this stupid bar, nursing a drink because thanks to not having a party, she couldn’t complete Quests, which meant that she was broke and could only afford a single beer.  She didn’t even know why she was hanging out here; she had been hoping that being around the King’s Rangers would eventually net her some Class-related Quests and maybe even an invite to join them, but they just kept ignoring her. 
Because you don’t have reputation with them, the mocking voice reminded her.  And you can’t get that without a party, can you?  She gritted her teeth and squeezed the clay mug as hard as she dared; she didn’t have the funds to pay to replace it, and she didn’t want to spend the day washing dishes for some pissed-off tavern keeper.
A pair of thumps at her table pulled her eyes out of her drink, and she saw that two people had taken a seat across from her.  One, a weathered-looking male with dark hair graying at the temples and wearing an expensive, if worn and faded robe, smiled confidently at her, as if he knew some secret that he was about to share.  The other, a severe-looking woman in black leather with knives strapped all over, looked everywhere except at Martina, drawing suspicious stares from the gathered Rangers.
“What the hell do you want?” Martina snapped at the newcomers.  Come sit at my fucking table, everybody knows it’s mine, too…rude asshole!  “There’s plenty of room in here; find your own table if you want a drink.”
The smile never left the man’s face as he cocked his head curiously at her.  “I’m not here for a drink,” he spoke in a calm, deep voice.  “I’m here because I heard you’re looking for a party, right?”
“I’m looking to start a party, yeah,” Martina corrected, straightening up and plastering a smile on her face.  “Sorry about that; people in here can be a little rude, sometimes.”
“You don’t say?” the man replied in a deadpan voice.  “That’s a shame.
“In any case,” he continued, “my friend and I are looking into a Quest, but we seem to be short a party.  I’m a Summoner, and she’s an Assassin; I heard you were a shooter and had a tank on call for you, right?”
“Yeah,” Martina said hesitantly.  “I mean, that sounds good, but I wasn’t looking to join somebody else’s party, man.  Thanks, though.”
“Oh, no,” the man chuckled.  “Neither Monetta nor I have any desire to lead a party.  She’s so quiet I maybe only hear her speak a couple times per day, and I…well, I’ve got my Summons to deal with.  Keeping them moving in one direction is enough headache for me, I can tell you!”
“So, you’d want to join my party?” Martina confirmed slowly.  “What’s this Quest you’re looking at?”
“Something the Temple of the Sunlord put out,” he shrugged.  “There’s some city called Antas that needs liberating, and I want to take a crack at it.”
Martina scoffed and leaned back.  “Join that Aranos guy?” she replied disbelievingly.  “Nah, I’m not in this game to right wrongs.  I’m in it for XP and loot; I have a feeling we beta testers might get some epic loot that we can sell for beaucoup bucks once the game goes live.”
“And what better place for that than a ruined, deserted city?” the man pressed.  “Let me be clear: I don’t care about Aranos, or about freeing the city.  I’m a Summoner, and I’m hoping to find some rare or lost Summoning Spells there, plus maybe some good mage loot.  Plus, if we can secure it, it might serve as a handy base; it’s only a couple days from here by the High Road, after all.”
“That’s true,” Martina nodded thoughtfully.  “So, what’s your name, friend?”
“Call me Liam,” he grinned, extending his hand.  “And you are…Karen?”
Martina flushed.  “No,” she said shortly.  “My name’s Martina, but…well, I was treating this like every other game, so at character creation I called myself ‘SniprGurl’.  No one in my previous party wanted to use it, so they called me Karen.”
“I don’t blame them,” he chuckled.  “Mind if I just call you Martina, then?”
“Yeah, that’s fine,” she sighed.  “Welcome to the party, Liam and Monetta…and hey, maybe if we run into that Aranos guy, we’ll get a chance to see if he’s as tough as I’ve heard, right?  It’d be fun to bring that bastard down a peg or two!”
“Oh, that would be fun,” Liam agreed, his eyes glinting fiercely.  “I look forward to working with you, Martina…”
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Veronica watched all the moving pieces in play around her more or less impassively.  Newsome was sitting in his office, negotiating a deal to license the Mark-I pod technology as a new type of home fitness regimen.  Every so often, his eyes would dart to the small holo-pic floating above his desk, and his negotiations would become even more fervent.  Newsome was, despite his power and influence, one of the simpler pieces playing: he had one goal, and everything he did was moving toward that goal.  It made him easy to predict, but hard to influence.
The woman named Lily was currently pursuing a Questline that she probably hoped would give her some vengeance on Jeff.  So far, she’d had a distinct lack of success, but Veronica knew that a lot of that was because the Corruption she was embracing was dramatically weakening her.  If she completed her transformation and became fully Corrupted, Veronica wasn’t sure how a confrontation between the two would turn out.  While her predictive models told her one thing, they’d been notoriously inaccurate anytime the fledgling Sorcerer was involved, so she’d learned not to fully trust them.  Still, Lily was technically the highest-leveled and most powerful player in the game right now; if she turned her focus to beating Jeff instead of indulging her pleasures, Veronica didn’t give the Sorcerer very good odds.
Speaking of the devil, Jeff had finally wrapped up his latest Quest and was busy basking in the rewards.  They’d been significant, but that was because Veronica hadn’t remotely expected it to turn out as it had.  All of her models showed Jeff failing and Golloron sweeping in at the last moment to save the day, but that was because none of them included Jeff basically sacrificing his mind and counting on his NPC followers to send him to respawn.  His willpower had astounded even her, and she decided that maybe this time, instead of testing his power or ability to use it, she’d test the limits of what he could endure…




Chapter 1

“Rhys, Entangle on the left!” Aranos shouted as Saphielle jammed her shield into the ground and braced it with her shoulder, absorbing the impact as what looked like a 10-foot long, black-and-grey dappled hyena slammed into her, rebounding off her shield.  The creature once more shook off the impact and snapped at the spear that the Warrior thrust over her shield, puncturing the creature’s hide only lightly but keeping its attention fastened securely on her.
The tall, green-haired Druid instantly began to mutter words of power, and twisted, black roots erupted from the dark soil of the Blightlands to the left of the party, snarling and tangling around the paws of another pair of the hyena-like creatures that had attempted to rush the party on their flank.  Aranos glanced to the right and held out his hand, calling air and unaspected mana from his spirals in equal amounts, weaving them into an invisible net of tiny hooks of force surrounded by spinning discs of air.  As his Energy Web snapped into place, it captured another pair of the attackers that were trying to sneak up on their right flank.
Silma stood beside Saphielle, her glistening, white fur hidden beneath what looked like a second skin of gleaming steel.  She dodged a hyena’s lunge and shouldered it to the side, her mass almost matching the creature’s and sufficient to knock it off-balance for a moment.  As it stumbled, her teeth, glowing with light mana, ripped into the monster’s foreleg, tearing through muscle and tendon with ease.  The hyena yelped and tried to jump back, but with its wounded leg it simply tripped and fell, exposing its neck for an instant.  That instant was all Silma needed to dart forward and rip out its throat with her gleaming fangs, leaving it to bleed out on the ground.
“Now, Geltheriel!” Aranos shouted, and the elven Shadedancer suddenly appeared behind the trio of creatures attacking the party’s front.  The woman’s slim sword, a family heirloom of some kind with powers that Geltheriel had yet to awaken, flashed in the darkness, falling upon the rearmost hyena’s spine three times in a single second.  Before the creature could react, a second, shadowy blade followed the first, striking the same spot as the first attack.  Despite seeming almost insubstantial, the dark blade bit deeply into the hyena’s back, drawing a gout of blood before it vanished in a swirl of black vapor.
The hyena’s rear legs collapsed as the second attack apparently severed its spine.  It tried to turn to face its attacker, but its useless back legs dragged on the ground, slowing it to a literal crawl.  Geltheriel thrust with her blade, plunging it into the creature’s nearest eye, and concentrated for a moment.  A pulse of dark energy raced down her blade, and the hyena convulsed as the shadowy power coursed into its brain.  The creature’s corpse fell to the earth, and Geltheriel vanished back into the shadows before the remaining attacker could turn to face her.
Saphielle shouted a wordless cry and banged the shaft of her spear against her shield, and the hyena before her turned back, its aggro one more focused on her as she used her Battle Shout Ability.  Her spear lunged out once more, the blade drawing a line of blood along the creature’s side.  As it lunged for the weapon, trying to snatch the shaft from her hand, she lashed out with her shield, smashing the metal-bound surface into the hyena’s skull.  The monster yelped and jumped back, shaking its head and staggering slightly. 
The two hyenas on his left were slowly approaching, and he turned to face them, flinging out his left hand.  A multi-colored cylinder of energy no bigger than the tip of his finger swirled into being as he pulled mana of all four elemental types from his spirals, compacting the energy into a Composite Bullet.  The Bullet whistled as it flew off, his Expert-level Arcane Archery Skill guiding his aim.  The Bullet struck the nearest hyena exactly between its eyes, and he Channeled the Spell for a second, forcing it to bury itself into its skull.  He released the Spell, and the Bullet burst with a low clap as all four energies exploded into the hyena’s head.   His mental computations estimated that with all of his Perks, Stat bonuses, and Titles, the Spell normally did about 225 LP, or Life Points of damage per casting, without critical hit bonuses, damage bonuses from his Archery Skill, or the extra damage it gained from being Channeled.  The creature’s LP, whatever they might be, obviously weren’t enough to protect it from the combined effects of all that stacked damage, and its head burst into a flare of energy as its decapitated body dropped to the ground.
The second hyena on his left jerked its feet loose of the tangling roots and tried to bound out of the area of Rhys’ Entangle Spell, but Geltheriel suddenly appeared from the shadows behind it.  She repeated her earlier attack, although this time she only struck a single blow with her regular blade, followed by the shadowy copy that bit deeply into the back of the hyena’s legs.  Once again, the creature’s hind legs collapsed beneath it, this time with its tendons severed, and the Shadedancer was easily able to dispatch it.
The two on Aranos’ right were badly cut and bleeding by his Air Web but were making their way toward the edge of the Spell.  The Web did minor damage to those within it each second and was great for handling large numbers of small, weak creatures, but it didn’t do enough damage to seriously harm larger and stronger ones like these.  Rather than speaking aloud, Aranos sent a quick mental command to Silma through their Soul Bond, and the armored fenrin whirled about and placed herself in front of the remaining pair just as they broke free from his restraint.  Aranos called up a cold surge of void mana, wincing as the inimical energies sapped a tiny bit of his LP in their passing.  He wrapped the void mana around one of the hyenas, halting it in its tracks as it was encased in his Void Prison Spell.  The hyena struggled to move, but the void mana surrounding it cancelled the energy of its motions, and it was held fast.
Silma slid gracefully out of the way of the hyena’s lunge and snapped at it, slashing its face and neck with her glowing fangs.  The monster flinched away, and the wolf bowled it over as it stepped off-balance.  The hyena fell onto its back and attempted to whip itself back to its feet, but Silma’s jaws fastened around its throat and pinned it down.  The hyena gurgled and thrashed, its claws scratching ineffectually against the fenrin’s armor as its life bled out in her relentless grip.  After several moments, the beast stilled, and Silma released the corpse.  Aranos freed the second creature from his prison, allowing Silma to strike it, and it fared no better than its partner had against the huge wolf.
The last of the hyenas still tussled fruitlessly with Saphielle, who was keeping it occupied while the others dealt with the rest of the attackers.  Now that the rest of the creatures had been slain, though, the woman drew back her spear and lunged forward, impaling the hyena through its open maw.  The spearpoint slid deep into the monster, lodging within it, but Saphielle continued her thrust, shoving the hyena backward.  A moment later, the spear burst from the hyena’s back in a spray of blood and gore.  The horribly wounded beast wasn’t dead, though, and it charged up the Warrior’s spear shaft, clamping its jaws onto her armored fist as she struggled to recover her balance.
Before the hyena could do more damage to the woman, Geltheriel darted from the shadows and thrust into its throat, ripping her blade free and emptying its lifeblood onto the ground.  The combined damage from spear and blade was too much for the hyena’s dwindling LP to overcome, and it died, still impaled on Saphielle’s spear.
The woman shook her head as she jerked her weapon free.  “Every time I use that Ability, I recall why I dislike using it,” she said with a grimace, eyeing her blood-stained weapon.  Bits of flash and chunks of organ meat clung to the weapon’s haft, and she produced a waterskin and rag to begin wiping the shaft down.
“It is somewhat messy,” Rhys agreed.  “One might imagine that the impisa disliked your using it far more, though.”
“Do not be foolish, Druid,” the woman replied dismissively.  “It has nothing to do with cleanliness.  Impale is a powerful attack, but it drastically lowers my ability to defend for a short time.”  She held up her left arm, showing the dented vambrace on her forearm.  “Impisas, as you certainly know, can crush bone and armor equally with their bite, and now I must have this piece repaired.  That is why I dislike using that Ability, despite its obvious effectiveness.”
Rhys let the woman’s comments slide right off him; everyone in the party was used to Saphielle’s abruptness by now.  Her Charisma was abysmal and refused to go up despite any of the training she’d undergone for it.  That still threw Aranos a bit, since the woman was very pretty, with electric-blue hair, porcelain skin, delicate features, and an immense air of confidence.  In this game, though, Charisma had little to do with appearance and everything to do with your ability to influence others. 
“Yeah, I can see why you don’t use it a lot,” the Sorcerer spoke up.  “You looked kind of flat-footed toward the end of that.” 
“Indeed, Redeemer, that is surprisingly perceptive of you,” the guardswoman replied in a pleased voice.  “However, the Overextended debuff did not last so long as it might have, thanks to the timely intervention of your Oathbound.”
He looked around at the seven mounds of fur that were the remains of their attackers, his Beast Lore Skill kicking in.  “Okay, wait, so these are called impisas?”
Rhys snorted, and Geltheriel sighed.  Saphielle just shook her head.  “Gaining the Inspection Skill must be your next priority, Redeemer.  Even children possess this Skill, as do the Travelers I have been training.  How do you not, among your myriad other Skills?”
Aranos shrugged.  “No one taught me, and I’ve never tried to work it out myself.  There’s always been something more important to do, really.”
“You have also always had another to cover for your lack of ability, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel added with a smile.  “Perhaps I have coddled you too much and been too concerned for your obvious limitations.”
“Then I will take that task upon myself,” Saphielle said decisively.  “I understand that it is appropriate that we spend time together in any case, so we can use that time productively.” 
Aranos flushed slightly; Saphielle had decided that Aranos was going to date her, which had so far mostly consisted of her arranging when and how they should spend time together.  So far, he hadn’t minded; the young woman was attractive, after all, and he did enjoy her company.  However, he also wasn’t comfortable with how aggressive she was being and realized that at some point, he was going to have to sit her down and explain that she didn’t just get to decide things for both of them. 
“What I was going to say,” he finally continued, “was that my Beast Lore says that these things don’t usually come near elven lands because they’re cowards and scavengers.  It doesn’t tell me if they’re worth Harvesting, if there’s a bounty for them, or why they would attack us like that, though.”
“There is no bounty, as they are not considered a danger, for the reasons you have stated,” Geltheriel frowned.  “As well, you are correct that their behavior was odd, Oathbinder.  I have never seen a pack attack so ferociously.  As a rule, they flee from any determined resistance and follow more dangerous predators, hoping to steal a kill or feast upon remains.  They can eat almost anything; the jaws that crumple armor can crack bone with ease, and we have never discovered one that died of poison or disease.  There is a mystery here.”
Aranos sighed.  “Well, it’s a mystery that someone else can solve,” he said firmly.  “We’re leaving for Antas tomorrow after our morning training.”  He glanced at Rhys and Saphielle, his gaze questioning.  “Did you find out if you can join us?”
“I will be traveling with you, of course,” Saphielle said dismissively.  “I explained your mission to Lady Wynathra and that without me, you would be likely to fail.  She knows much of the dangers of the High Roads, as she traveled them as a youth in one of our aborted attempts to free the Citadel of Cendarta.  She promised to gather as much information and as many maps as possible for our trip, which will be enormously helpful, since none of us have traveled the Roads before.”
Aranos nodded and turned to Rhys, who gave a half-smile.  “Grandmaster Kylantha was, at first, loath to allow me to leave the Stronghold.  However, I was able through reason, logic, and diplomacy to persuade her to change her mind.”  Aranos looked calmly at the Druid as he spoke; the Sorcerer’s Scent Ability allowed him to Track using nothing but his nose.  It also let him pick up certain emotions in others, and right now, he was detecting a strong stench of deception.
“Uh-huh,” he said evenly.  “And what really happened?”
“As I have heard, he threw quite the spectacular tantrum,” Geltheriel grinned.  “I understand there was a great deal of begging, pleading, and tears involved, as well.”
“I have no idea to what you might be referring,” Rhys said calmly, although Aranos could see the smile hiding in his eyes.  “Yes, it is true that my plea was somewhat…impassioned, but…”
“You cried like a baby,” Aranos chuckled.  “Come on, admit it!”
“I did no such thing.  However, the result was that the Grandmaster not only gave me permission to go with you, she insisted I do so and even told me that, when I arrive tomorrow, the House of the Sickle will have provided certain potions and elixirs that will aid us in our travels, as I do not believe any of us possess the Alchemy Skill.”
“His Avowed does, although she despises its use and thus has likely not employed it in years,” Saphielle corrected.  She and Geltheriel and grown up together, so naturally Saphielle knew of Geltheriel’s early training in Alchemy.  “In which case it will still be wise to purchase extras before we travel.”
“Uncle Durlan has made such arrangements,” Geltheriel nodded.  “House Meluiben is still the preeminent producer of alchemical wares in Eredain, and my sister is providing him what we may need at a significant discount.”
Aranos shook his head; Durlan had already saved his bacon earlier that day, and now he’d anticipated their needs for their journey.  To be honest, the diminutive shopkeeper seemed to be the elven version of a concierge or the fixers he’d seen in crime dramas. He’d salvaged what had started as a pretty lousy day, one that for the most part, had just gotten worse.
Most of that stemmed from Aranos’ newly minted Title, “Lord Evenshade”.
Aranos knew he had no reason to be unhappy.  The day before, he’d finished unmasking an elf Patriarch who’d killed several elders of other families and stole their memories, using them to create slave brands and collars to imprison other elves.  The Stronghold had been beyond grateful for that service, and his new Title of Lord Evenshade was one of the gifts he’d been granted in exchange for that.  He’d gotten lands to manage, a fancy, new manor house, and servants that came attached to it.  He’d even discovered that his new House came with a small cache of mana crystals, meaning that he could train with them at any time, rather than having to visit the House of Stars to improve his Wisdom and Intelligence.
Really, if anything, his new Title and the accoutrements that came with it should have made him ecstatic.  After all, he was the first player in Singularity Online to be granted a patent of nobility, which let him pick a couple of free Perks.  Plus, when Golloron, the Elder of the Stronghold of Eredain, had disbanded House Exxidor after their Patriarch had enslaved the entire city, he had commanded the members of that House to leave behind everything except the basest necessities.  All of that had been given to Aranos when Golloron had named him Patriarch, so the Sorcerer’s House was starting out with a fair bit of land, properties, and possessions.  And yet, it had all left him…frustrated.
He’d woken up that morning in his new bedroom in his new estate, both inherited from the now-defunct House Exxidor.  He’d been excited to start the day – he had an entire day of training and preparation for the journey to Antas planned out – at least, until he stepped out of his room and found Lorsan waiting for him.
Lorsan was a lanky, bronze-haired elf whose face never seemed to show any change of expression or sign of emotion.  He had a voice that was smooth, mellow, and should have been calming but somehow managed to grate on Aranos’ nerves.  He called himself a majordomo, but Aranos simply thought of him as an administrative assistant, or perhaps a supervisor.  Standing just outside the door with a sheaf of papers, the elf almost seemed like he’d spent the night there, waiting for Aranos to emerge.  For all the Sorcerer knew, that’s exactly what the officious man had done.
“Good morning, my Lord,” the elf bowed his head to Aranos deferentially.  “I trust that your slumber was sound?”
“I spent all night meditating, so I guess that counts as sound,” Aranos shrugged.  “Got some training in and worked on my mindscape.  Not too bad, I suppose.”
“I am pleased, my Lord.   Did you, by any chance, give thought to the matters of which we spoke before you retired last evening?”
Aranos sighed.  The overly polite servant had confronted him the moment he’d entered the estate yesterday – or was that early this morning? – and began bombarding him with a list of items that absolutely had to be seen to immediately.  Apparently, Keryth’s recent obsession with destroying the Stronghold had left his House in a certain amount of disrepair, and now Lorsan expected Aranos to fix it. 
“Not really, no, sorry.”
“Decisions must be made, my Lord, and they cannot be simply ignored indefinitely, or the House will suffer.”  Lorsan’s face was as impassive as before, but Aranos could read the quiet disapproval in the man’s eyes. 
“And they will be made,” Aranos snapped a bit waspishly.  “Just not this exact moment.  I’d like to bathe first and maybe grab some breakfast, if that’s okay with you.”
“Of course, my Lord,” Lorsan bowed.  “I will have your breakfast prepared while you bathe.  We can speak after you have eaten and perhaps regained your disposition.”
Soaking in the tub of steaming, hot water that was attached to his new master suite, Aranos decided that it wasn’t Lorsan’s voice that was annoying; it was his overly respectful tone.  That, and the fact that he insisted on calling Aranos ‘my Lord’, no matter how often Aranos insisted on being called either his name or one of his other Titles.  Aranos had noticed that Lorsan was utterly obedient, right up until he either didn’t want to be or thought that Aranos was being foolish.  When Aranos learned that he had servants, he’d tried to release them from his service.  Lorsan had laughed at the offer and ignored it, as he did any of Aranos’ commands that didn’t fit the master/servant relationship the elf seemed to require.
Despite all that, he realized that the snarky elf was right.  He did have a House to run, now, and that meant he had to pay attention to it.  With a sigh, he pulled up the screen detailing his House’s status:
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House Evenshade
Rank: Fledgling House
Members: 22/50
Unique Holdings: 3
Common Structures: 21/8
Uncommon Structures: 8/4
Rare Structures: 4/0
Founder Personality: None
House Path: None
Elders: None
Achievements: None
Great Works: None
House Credit: 138 PL
Current Resources:
Timber:
115Ore: 47Stone: 12
Glass: 30Crystal:6
Construction Points: 0 (9/week generated, 11/week maintenance)
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Aranos read through the screen, analyzing what he could.  Some of it made perfect sense to him; other parts he knew he’d have to ask Lorsan about at some point.  Members were simple enough; he was a member of the House, of course, as were all the Travelers Keryth had conscripted to try and keep Aranos occupied and out of the Patriarch’s hair while he took over.  Those Travelers had turned on their former employer after being essentially enslaved and now more or less worked for Aranos.
He also had a fair number of buildings, apparently far more than he needed.  He guessed that was because he’d inherited the buildings but not his rank from House Exxidor; the previous owners probably needed that many buildings, but Aranos didn’t, at least not yet.  It looked like he had a decent amount of resources, although to be honest he didn’t know what constituted a decent amount.  He might have enough for several new buildings, or just barely enough for one.  Without more info, he had no way of knowing.  He was pretty sure that 138 PL stood for 138 platinum links, which was a small fortune, but he guessed the lion’s share of that had come from when he and his Follower Geltheriel had basically absconded with the accumulated wealth of the Fallen Realm of Haerobel. 
He didn’t understand the parts about Personality, a Path, or Construction Points, though.  Those he would need to talk to Lorsan about later.
The eld was waiting patiently for him as he emerged from the tub and stood silently while Aranos put down a breakfast of fruit, biscuits, and some kind of meat that he couldn’t identify.  It was all good, if not great, and as ate, Aranos decided that he really should be more grateful and appreciative.
“I’m sorry, Lorsan,” he finally spoke as he finished his meal.  “I shouldn’t have snapped at you earlier.  I know you’re just trying to do your job, and I’ll help you as I can.”
“Your apology is unnecessary but appreciated, my Lord,” the elf replied simply.  “We are learning about one another during this time.  I have learned that a bath and food are simple ways to ease your mind, which is good to know.
“If I may, however, I would like return our conversation to that which I spoke of earlier.  There are matters that I deem important for you to decide.  Further decisions about the House can wait, but some of these things are immediate and vital.”
Aranos sighed and leaned back in his chair, rubbing his forehead.  Lorsan had a list of items he kept trying to go over with Aranos, which was fair, but the list seemed endless.  The elf was just doing his job, and from what Aranos could tell, he was frighteningly competent at it.  However, Aranos didn’t really want to spend his days bogged down in the minutiae of running an estate and building a noble House.  He knew there were players who lived for that sort of thing, but he wasn’t one of them.  Now there’s an idea, he thought with a grim smile.  Maybe one of these players is big into 4X gaming.  I could give them some Title and they could manage the place for me…
Of course, Aranos tossed that idea almost instantly.  That plan struck him as a good way to lose his House and noble Title to some devious player who figured out a way to usurp it.  No, he would have to do it himself, but there was no reason he had to handle everything at once.
“Give me the three things that you think are most pressing, Lorsan,” Aranos finally replied.  “Just three; the ones that absolutely should not wait.”
The elf frowned and looked down at the papers in his hand.  He riffled through the documents, his lips moving and his face considering.  A few moments later, he nodded as if coming to a decision.  “All of these requests have varying importance, my Lord,” he answered.  “And yet, were I forced to choose three – as I apparently am – I would say that these are the most immediate.
“First, while you inherited many structures, you did not inherit the manpower to run them.  At the moment, many of your estates lie empty, unprotected, and unmanaged.  You have farms that need tending, warehouses that are not being loaded and unloaded, and valuables unprotected.  Your personal reputation will protect you for some time, and I know that you intend for the Travelers here to help safeguard your estate in the city, but you need many more hirelings and guards, and you must appoint others you can trust to manage these estates for you.”
Aranos paused; his first thought had been to ask Lorsan if the elf could just do that himself, but he stopped himself before he said anything.  He didn’t really know Lorsan, and until he did, he’d want to be careful how much authority he gave the man.  He decided to talk to Geltheriel, instead.  She’d been raised to eventually take over her family’s House, and although she gave that up to become a Keeper and then his Follower, she still probably knew a lot more about this than he did.
“Second,” the elf continued, seemingly unaware of his Lord’s inner struggle, “You must decide which structures you will retain, and which you have no need for.  As you may have observed, you possess far more buildings than are required for a House of your Rank, and it may be that some of these structures will not serve your House in the future. Destroying them will return some of those resources and Construction Points to you, so you may use them elsewhere.”
“Yeah, I was going to ask you about that.  I have a list of resources and zero Construction Points,” Aranos observed, peering at his House screen once more.  “I assume you can use Construction Points to create structures?”
“Indeed, my Lord,” the elf nodded.  “Although you need skilled workers and a blueprint for that building, as well.  It is possible to construct a structure without using Construction Points, but building times are increased tenfold.
“As you may have noticed, you receive a certain number of Construction Points per week.  These are updated daily, so you would normally have Construction Points available tomorrow.  However, you must also pay points to maintain your existing structures, and currently, maintenance will require more points than you are generating.  This means you have no Construction Points incoming, and some of your structures will began to decay until they are unusable.” 
The elf handed a sheet of paper to Aranos.  “Here is a list of your existing structures.  I have marked the ones I consider vital and the ones that you might safely dispose of.  Others, I have marked as questionable, as they may or may not be useful depending on the Path you choose.”
Aranos took the sheet and glanced over it, taking a screenshot of the list to peruse later; immediately, a blinking notification appeared, but he saved it for later.  “You can explain Paths to me later on, and I’ll look over this as soon as I can,” he assured the majordomo.  “What’s the last thing?”
“Lastly,” the elf finished, “there is a Council of Patriarchs scheduled for the end of the week, and it will be expected that you attend, as the newest Patriarch of the newest House.  You will need formalwear and…”
The man cut off as Aranos waved his hand.  “That’s not going to happen,” he said flatly.  “Not only am I not the slightest bit interested in politics, I’m not even planning on being in Eredain at the end of the week.”
“You are leaving the Stronghold, my Lord?” the elf asked in surprise.  “May I ask where you are going?”
“Into the Blightlands,” Aranos supplied, not really feeling like explaining about Geltheriel’s Cleansing Quest and how they would be traveling to Antas soon.  “I’ll probably be gone at least a week, as well.”
Lorsan sighed.  “My Lord…that makes finding guards and staff an urgent priority, if I may be so bold.  Only your reputation as the Wizard who defeated Keryth protects your lands right now, and if you are absent from the Elven Realms for a prolonged time…”
“Then people might stop worrying about how I would react,” Aranos nodded.  “I have an idea for that, and I hope I can get you started on it by the end of the day.”
“That would be preferable, my Lord,” the elf said with something akin to relief.  “However, as you have dismissed my third item, I think it only fair that I be allowed to offer one more, one that may be necessary for the first two, in fact.  You have said we would speak of this later, but your departure makes it an immediate need.  You must choose a Path for your House, and I would ask that you select one before you depart the Stronghold.”
“Okay, so what exactly is a Path, then?”
Lorsan straightened.  “Your House’s Path is the role you wish it to pursue in elven society.  You have no doubt seen this in other Houses – House Meluiben, from which your Follower descends, follows the Path of the Alchemist, for example.  There are myriad options you can choose, based upon the type of House you wish to build, and it is a necessary decision if you wish to advance your House further.”
“So, I can’t just have a House?  I have to choose a Path?”
“Indeed, my Lord.  Not only does your House’s Path proclaim to the Elven Realms what to expect from House Evenshade, it will also provide a sustainable source of income, something for which your House will be known.  Exxidor was a House of Duelists and hired their services out to other, less magically inclined Houses.  Would you wish to continue that tradition?”
“Nope,” Aranos replied simply.  “I haven’t really thought about it, to be honest.  I suppose I could just focus on Enchanting items.  I’m pretty decent at it.”
“Not to impugn my Lord’s abilities in any way,” Lorsan said tactfully, “but I feel I should remind you that House Gilris is the preeminent producer of Enchanted goods in Eredain, and that while the Scion is not the Grandmaster her sire was, she is still a Master of the art.  Can you produce Masterwork-quality items, my Lord?”
“Not consistently,” Aranos shook his head, remembering that the elder of House Gilris had been one of the ones murdered by Keryth using the flawed memory stone that, even now, sat in Aranos’ inventory.  “I’ve only managed to Enchant one Masterwork item, but I have made a couple of Excellent and lots of Fine ones.”
Lorsan seemed to freeze for a moment, his unflappable exterior showing a brief moment of surprise.  The elf cleared his throat and turned back to his papers.  “Forgive me, my Lord.  I was…unprepared for your words.  If you can, indeed, produce Excellent or better work, and can occasionally create a Masterwork, it would be an acceptable starting point for sustainable income.  That is, depending on how quickly you can produce such items.”
Aranos shrugged.  “I can work on it when I have time,” he hedged, not really sure when that time might happen.  As he considered, an idea popped into his head.  “Lorsan, I’m pretty sure that I could make better items if I had better materials.  Where in the Stronghold could I find samples of Rare or Exotic metals, or maybe even buy a few ingots?”
“I am certain that any of the Smithing Houses in the Stronghold would have the information you seek, my Lord.  However, I suggest speaking with the Loremasters of House Waeslar, as they are indebted to you for discovering Keryth’s betrayal and avenging their elder’s death.  I can make arrangements for one of them to visit the estate, hopefully before you depart, if you wish.”
“Yeah, that would be really helpful, Lorsan.  Thank you.”  Aranos smiled at the older man.  “If I can craft better Enchanted items using better metal, it’ll be easier for you to sell them.”  He sighed and rose to his feet.  “Is that all for right now?”
“That will suffice, my Lord.  Please consider my requests carefully, as they are of great importance to the House.”
“I will, Lorsan.  For now, though, I’m going to try to train my Intelligence and Wisdom Stats, so please be sure I’m not bothered for the next hour or so.”
“Of course, my Lord.”
Aranos sighed as he recalled that memory.  His morning had gone downhill from there, and the reason for that was the other of his other great sources of frustration: Travelers.
Aranos wasn’t irony-impaired, so he understood the mild hypocrisy involved in being annoyed at Travelers.  After all, ‘Traveler’ was just the name the NPCs in Singularity Online used to describe players, and Aranos was just another player in the game.  In the real world, he was Jeff, a computer programmer who worked extensively on designing the very game he was in, but to him, that was an entirely different life.  Here, in Ka, he was Aranos the Sorcerer, and Jeff the programmer didn’t exist.  While he was in game, this world was his real one.
Unfortunately, most of the twenty or so Travelers that had been conscripted by Keryth, the former Patriarch of House Exxidor, didn’t feel the same way.  This was just a game to them – a realistic one, to be sure, but still just a game – and they insisted on treating it as such.  They were supposed to be training with Aranos’ NPC allies, advancing their Skills to the level of what amounted to basic competence, but – it was not going well, if the sound of shouting and occasional curses were anything to go by.
After Keryth’s aborted attempt to convert the Stronghold of Eredain into a Fallen Realm, the Travelers had been left in a sort of limbo.  They had been working with Keryth, but there were some mitigating circumstances.  The Travelers hadn’t known at first what Keryth wanted of them; they had just accepted a Quest that seemed almost too good to be true.  Once they realized that the Patriarch had hired them to kill Aranos and his allies – and to occupy the guards in the Stronghold so that Keryth could work unhindered – they’d turned against the elf Lord and helped Aranos defeat him. 
Plus, they were Travelers, and the Elven Realms held all Travelers in a certain reverence.  The elves had been given certain prophecies that the Travelers would come and would either free Ka from the Darkness shrouding it or plunge it into eternal night.  Lily, the first Traveler the elves of Eredain had met, seemed more likely to do the latter, but Aranos had managed to change their minds about the nature of Travelers.  He’d freed the Fallen Realm of Haerobel, restored a lost race or three to the world of Ka, Redeemed some of the Forest of Eredain from Corruption, and he’d been the one who had defeated Keryth in a Wizard’s Duel, saving the city from becoming a place of Darkness and eternal slavery.  For that, he’d been named Elf-Friend, and he had the elves’ more or less complete trust.  The fact that it took all of that to gain their trust was probably a big reason why he was in the situation he was in, now, though. 
Golloron, the Elder of Eredain, hadn’t been keen on allowing the Travelers to remain in the city.  In fact, he’d been of the opinion that the Travelers should be locked out of the Stronghold and left to their own devices.  Aranos had argued against this, with some success.  He’d explained how the Travelers had gotten themselves into their situation and that, if they were barred from the city, they’d probably consider themselves outcasts and start attacking Eredain’s patrols and citizens.  No one wanted that: Travelers would be reborn when they died, but natives of Ka would not. 
The Elder had decided the matter in a way that Aranos had to admit was both ingenious and a bit vindictive.  He’d allowed the Travelers to stay…but only if Aranos took personal responsibility for them.  They would stay on Aranos’ estate, he would be in charge of them, and he would answer for their behavior if they started treating the city’s inhabitants like, well…like NPCs in most games.  Players tended to see NPCs as a commodity and nothing more.  They could provide or advance Quests, they could give information and directions, and some provided valuable services to the players.  The rest could be safely ignored or even mistreated with impunity, and for some players, hunting down NPCs was a convenient way to earn XP, money, and even infamy if they were playing a villain. 
Normally, that wasn’t that big of a deal.  NPCs were nothing but scripted characters, and if one was killed, another would be spawned with the same script.  If they weren’t, then they probably weren’t important to the game and their loss just removed some local flavor, nothing more.  In Singularity, though, NPCs were born, grew, and developed organically, and each was a unique individual.  When one was killed, they were gone permanently, and if they were vital to a Quest…well, that Quest could no longer be completed.
Aranos had warned Veronica, his AI virtual guide in the game, about that possibility a while ago, and he had a feeling that Keryth’s ability to forcibly change the respawn points of the Travelers so that they were essentially captives was the AIs response to out-of-control Travelers.  That would be a convenient method to imprison a player, although it could obviously be abused.  In fact, Keryth’s actions had been an example of that abuse, and several of the players had been on the verge of logging out of the game rather than enduring it.  Aranos figured that the AIs, in their quest to understand human motivations and explore how human cognitive processes worked, had done that deliberately, pushing the players to the brink.  Now that they’d seen where that boundary was, he hoped they’d rework that ability so that it was only temporary or required the approval of local authorities.
What all this meant was that Aranos needed to find a way for the Travelers to be useful and help the Stronghold.  That should have been simple, since there were always Quests to go into the Blightlands and hunt the Corrupted creatures there.  The thing was, the Travelers weren’t ready for that; most of them were under level 5, and few of them had any Skills or Spells above the Novice rank.  Singularity wasn’t a regular game, with clearly marked Quests and simple Skill progressions, and he guessed that they hadn’t been lucky enough to have a Class trainer who forced them to learn these things, as his had. 
Aranos was trying to fix that by arranging for the players to receive training from some of his NPC allies.  The problem was, the Travelers weren’t really paying the attention they should to the elves attempting to train them, and those elves were growing increasingly annoyed with their charges.  That made them more prone to yelling, which made the Travelers even less inclined to listen – and the end result was that it was now impossible for him to properly use the mana crystal he’d discovered in his new manor house to train his Wisdom and Intelligence Stats over the clamor, despite all his attempts.
House Exxidor, the previous owners of this estate, had been a House of Wizards, so they had extensive paraphernalia to help Wizards train and grow.  Aranos was a Sorcerer, a caster who designed and crafted his own Spells rather than learning new ones by rote, but the training methods were pretty much the same for both classes.  He had to draw mana into his internal spirals, process it, and return it through his mana channels, constantly, for an hour or so.  That took concentration, but the random curses and laughter from the Travelers in the practice arena below the main house put any notion of having a peaceful training session out of his head, leaving him no choice but to head down to see what all the commotion was about.  Silma, his celestial wolf Companion, raised her head to look at him as he walked away, but he assured the fenrin that he wasn’t going anywhere important, and she settled back to rest.  The nine-foot long wolf was an implacable hunter and a demon in battle, but upon reaching adulthood, she’d apparently gained an extreme fondness for naps. 
The main door that led to the estate did not look directly down onto the practice arena.  He guessed that the former owners hadn’t wanted a reminder that, even as Wizards, they needed mundane guards to protect their goods and holdings, so they’d tucked the training spaces around the back of the large house.  That meant he had to walk completely around the manor just to get a glimpse of the various tanks engaged in what he thought was supposed to be mock combat but in reality looked like a bunch of kids playing at sword-fighting.  He watched as two melee-types whaled at each other with wooden training swords, treating the weapons like nothing but big sticks, while the Elven Warrior and Guard Lieutenant Saphielle stood nearby, her disapproval written plainly on her face. 
“No, that is absolutely incorrect!” she shouted, stepping in between the pair and effortlessly snatching their weapons away from them.  “You have obviously not practiced any of the forms that I gave you, and were you to go into battle as you are, you would be little more than food for the first wolf pack or great cat that chanced upon you.  Are you incapable of understanding, or do you simply choose to remain ignorant?”
Aranos grinned at the woman’s blunt, utterly undiplomatic speech – it was one of the reasons he enjoyed her company, because you always knew exactly where you stood with Saphielle – but the nearby Travelers were less impressed, judging by the looks on their faces.  The Sorcerer sighed and walked down to the field, intending to tell the young woman that if she wanted the Travelers to listen, she probably needed to make an example of them.  Before he reached the arena, though, one of the bigger Warriors made his advice moot anyway.
“You know, you keep telling us that we have to do things your way,” the large, muscular man said, crossing his beefy arms across his chest and moving to where he could stare down at the slim, blue-haired woman looking impassively back at him.  “Aranos keeps telling us it’ll make us better, but I’ll bet I could take you right now.  In fact…”
“Yes, yes,” Saphielle replied dismissively, waving her hand as if swatting a fly.  “Now, you will attempt to insult me and draw me into some sort of battle, correct?  There is no need for your absurd bluster.  I will be happy to oblige you.”  The woman took a wooden practice sword and sheathed it at her belt, staring at the nonplussed man.  “Well?”
“Well what?” he snapped, suddenly unsure.  “You want to fight me?”
“I do not want to, specifically, but I am comfortable doing so,” she corrected.  “However, you are not prepared.  If you wish to avoid humiliation, you will need three or four companions, and you will need to draw your weapon.”  She indicated the large, heavy-looking axe hooked to the man’s belt. 
The Traveler, though, took a step back and glanced at Aranos nervously, noticing the Sorcerer’s arrival.  The half-fay, half-elf Sorcerer had quite a reputation with the Travelers, since in his first encounter with them, he’d managed to kill most of them fairly easily.  “Look, I don’t want to kill you or anything,” the big warrior backpedaled.
“And you will not, as that is not within your power,” the woman shrugged.  “However, if you will not draw your weapon, neither will I.”  As she finished speaking, the woman seemed to blur, and her knee simply appeared in the Traveler’s stomach.  The big man folded in half as he was launched backward, vomit erupting from his mouth.   He crashed to the ground in a ball, wheezing as his lungs scrambled to regain the air that her blow had squeezed from them.
Saphielle watched him critically, shaking her head.  “Had that been even this wooden blade, you would be dead, Traveler,” she told him.  “You seem to believe that size is any indicator of Strength or Endurance.  As you can see, it is not.”
The Warrior scrambled painfully to his feet and yanked his axe free.  Saphielle smiled and withdrew the wooden sword from her belt.  “Much better.  Now, do you wish to strike first, or shall I simply disarm you?”  The Traveler narrowed his eyes and rushed the woman, whose wooden blade slid up effortlessly and guided the heavy axe off to the side.  Her blade whipped up along the shaft of the axe, smashing the player’s fingers, and the man released the weapon with a yelp of pain, darting back and shaking his hand.
“You have dropped your weapon, and you have no spare,” the guardswoman shook her head.  “As I am still armed, I believe that we can both agree that I have won this match.”
“Not yet!” the big man shouted, leaping toward the smaller woman, his arms outstretched.  Aranos winced as Saphielle stepped into the rush, halting the man’s charge by slamming her right elbow into his chest.  There was a sickening crack as the Warrior literally flew backward several feet, crashing heavily to the ground.  The Lieutenant, who simply looked bored through all this, may have been small in stature, but she was enormously strong.
When it was obvious that her opponent had no intention of getting up again, she turned to look at the others.  “Lord Evenshade has asked me to instruct you as a favor,” she told them, her voice ringing across the suddenly quiet courtyard.  “Know that I have no interest in whether you live or die, and so whether you wish my instruction or not makes very little difference to me.”
She walked over and nudged the fallen and barely conscious Traveler with her foot.  “However, if you choose to take my instruction, you will follow my orders.  If you do not, I will punish you.  If you challenge my authority, I will beat you, and I will do it without thought for your pride or dignity.  If this is unacceptable to you, walk away now.”
There was some grumbling among the players at her words, but the beaten Warrior hauled himself painfully to a sitting position, his hand on his chest, and looked at the woman wonderingly.  “How did you do that?” he asked her.  “Was that an Ability?”
“Indeed,” she nodded.  “That was the Shield Charge Ability.”
“That’s not possible!” one of the players yelled out.  “You weren’t even holding a shield, and you can’t use Shield Charge that way!”
Saphielle turned toward the speaker.  “Would you like me to demonstrate upon you, so that you can see for yourself that, yes, it can be used that way?” she asked simply, no trace of sarcasm in her voice.  When silence was the only response, she continued.
“Our Abilities and Skills are gifts from the gods.  At least, so the priesthood tells us, although I personally have my doubts.  It does not matter if they are correct or not, though, because relying on these gifts is foolish and will get you killed.
“You have seen that mindlessly banging your blades around will increase your Sword Mastery, and you think that this, alone, will be enough to see you through a battle.  I assure you, though, that each level of Sword Mastery grants you only the barest competence with the blade.  It does not teach you tactics or strategies; it allows you to use the sword, but it does not teach you how to use it well.  That is what I will teach you.  The sword, the spear, the axe; I can train you in these and make you better, smarter, more skilled, whatever level of Mastery you may gain.  You need but be willing to learn, and to respect those with greater ability and skill than you.  If you can do this, return to your drills.  If not, leave now, and perhaps Lord Evenshade can find some mindless, manual labor for you.  The choice is yours.”
The Travelers grumbled, but they turned back to their mock combats, and Saphielle turned and nodded at Aranos.  He grinned; she obviously had the group well in hand, and after that demonstration, he didn’t think the others would be too willing to challenge her.  “We will start back at the beginning with the first form,” she announced.  “It is the first because it is the most basic, and thus the most important.  Into your stances!”
Aranos grimaced silently.  As much as he wanted to return to his training, that wasn’t likely to happen, from what he was seeing.  If the brusque and commanding Lieutenant was having issues, he was certain that the others were probably having even more.  Resigning himself to having to finish his training once the Travelers were seen to, he walked away from the militia training field over toward the archery range of his estate.
As he neared the large branch where his Follower was teaching archery, he slowed his pace.  He watched silently for a minute or so as the tall, muscular Geltheriel moved among her students, correcting their form and offering suggestions as they fired at distant targets.  While the Travelers were still a bit unruly, they looked like they were paying far better attention than Saphielle’s wards had been.  Aranos guessed that meant that he’d missed the part where Geltheriel had put the students in their places. 
“Control your breathing,” the golden-blonde woman instructed, her hair a bright contrast against her black, leather armor.  “Do not hold your breath, or you will pass out.  Or I should say, you will pass out again.  Sight the target.  And by the Light, do not check your notifications after each shot!”
Aranos grinned; he had the opposite problem, in that he often held off longer than he probably should to check notifications, but for some of these players, the Skill gains they were getting now were probably more than they’d received the entire rest of their time in the game.  Geltheriel was skilled with the bow, and her instruction was certainly helping them a lot more than simply practicing on their own would do.  He guessed that at the end of their training session, most of these players would see their Bow Mastery Skill go from Untrained to Trained, which would provide them with a much bigger boost to damage than gaining a level or two in the Skill.  He got why they were checking their notifications, but Geltheriel was right; it was a bad habit to get into.
As she saw him, a sly grin crossed her face.  “For those of you who were doubting how beneficial my instruction might be,” she called to the others, “you should know that my Oathbinder counts among my students.  Perhaps he will show you a small demonstration of what you may one day be capable of accomplishing.  Oathbinder?”
Aranos sighed; the woman knew he hated showing off his Skills.  He was Expert-ranked in Arcane Archery – in fact, he was Expert rank 10, the highest Expert rank, although he didn’t think he was going to reach the Master ranks any time soon – but that had nothing to do with Geltheriel’s training.  She’d given him one lesson and quickly realized that all he needed was practice, since he’d been granted his abnormally high Skill level as a sort of Quest reward.  He knew how to shoot a bow with expert precision, but he had no real practice actually doing it.
Still, all the Travelers were staring at him, now, so he didn’t really have much choice in the matter.  If he didn’t perform, it would weaken her authority over the players; if he did, it would cement that authority.  She knew that, as well as knowing how much it would annoy him to be put in that position, which was of course the main reason she did it.  Geltheriel was his Follower, but she never passed up a chance to tweak him a bit.
He slowly reached back and removed his Bow of Fire and Ice, one of the items he’d Enchanted with his High Enchantment Skill.  Although he could fire arrows of pure mana, air, water, fire, ice, or radiant energy, he knew that anything he did with those would look like an Enchantment, not his own skill.  Instead, he strung the bow and pulled out a normal, non-magical shaft.  “What’s my target?” he called out to the crowd.
Various suggestions were offered, from the most distant human-shaped archery target to an apple on someone’s head – the person whose head was offered seemed less than enthusiastic about that idea – but Geltheriel silenced them all with an upheld hand.  She reached into the money pouch at her side, reminding Aranos once more that, for whatever reason, she held all of their money and he was basically broke at any given moment, although thanks to the House screen at least he knew that he had 138 platinum links to his name – and pulled out a bronze disc, the most basic unit of currency.  The disc was the size of a silver dollar and gleamed orange in the light, but at this distance, Aranos had to squint slightly to see it.
“Shall we also see how your Perception training has been working, Oathbinder?” she yelled with a grin.  “If you miss, I will be sure to let Jhaeros know that perhaps he has been lax!”  Aranos groaned under his breath; Jhaeros, the old, elf trainer that had been working with Aranos on his physical Stats and Perception, was an admitted sadist who took great pleasure in seeing Aranos suffer.  He would relish any excuse to make the Sorcerer’s training even harder than it was, simply for his own amusement.
Aranos fitted the arrow and took a wide stance as the woman reached down and tossed the gleaming coin up into the air.  His bow rose almost instinctively, and he pulled the string hard against his cheek, sighting quickly along the shaft.  The Shadedancer was strong, much stronger than Aranos, and she tossed the coin at least twenty feet into the air, but it was spinning and wobbling unsteadily as it flew.  Aranos ignored all of that and let his body and mind do the work.  He felt the moment he should release and loosed his arrow, quickly doubling it into two in midair with his Multishot Ability.  Before the arrow had gone far, he summoned an ice arrow and released it, as well, cloning it into three separate arrows as it flew.
The mundane arrow struck the coin with a high-pitched ring of metal, knocking it higher into the air where its clone struck it again.  The glittering coin dropped to the ground in front of Geltheriel, landing between her feet…and suddenly, the three ice arrows drove into the wooden ground, surrounding the coin in a nearly perfect triangle.  There was a vast silence from the gathered players, while Geltheriel glanced down at the slowly melting ice arrows and then up at Aranos, her face deliberately unimpressed.
“Holy shit!”  The curse broke the silence as one, then the mass of players rushed forward to look at the coin.  “Look at that…he hit it in the exact same spot with both arrows!”  “Did you see how close those icicles landed to the coin?  How did he know where it would land?”  “How the hell did a fricking Wizard do that?  He’s not even an Archer!”
Aranos should have felt proud at the praise, but he only felt saddened.  The Skill wasn’t his own, developed through long hours of practice and arduous training.  It had belonged to Lythienne, the Last Sorcerer just as he was First Sorcerer, his mentor and guide when he first accepted his unique Class.  She had sacrificed those memories to him willingly and made him an Expert archer and a Master tracker and herbalist in a single breath.  He treasured those Skills, and they had saved both his and Geltheriel’s lives repeatedly, but he couldn’t take pride in them.  They weren’t his accomplishments to claim.
“You have a long, long way to go to reach that level,” Geltheriel instructed, turning away from Aranos to face her students.  “And it will only happen if you work hard, every day, starting with these simple targets and stances.  As has been said, my Oathbinder is no Archer, so imagine what those of you who devote yourselves to this could someday do, if you are willing to work for it!”
Excitedly, the Travelers returned to their places, carefully placing their feet and sighting on their targets as Geltheriel left them and walked over to Aranos’ side.  “That was well done, Oathbinder,” she said approvingly.  “The Sorcerer’s gifts continue to serve you well.”
“That they do,” he nodded, not wanting to think long on that.  He’d been forced to kill Lythienne – at least, the twisted, Corrupted thing she’d become – in order to free the Fallen Realm of Haerobel, and remembering what she’d become still pained him.  “Hey, I need your help with this whole ‘Lord Evenshade’ thing.” 
“Of that I am certain,” she nodded with a grin.  “As you have barely been able to navigate life in Eredain to this point, I do not know why the added complexity of becoming a noble would make things simpler.”
“Hey, I’ve done okay,” he protested.
“Things have turned out well,” she corrected.  “That is not the same thing as your handling them well, as you are certainly aware.”
He paused and considered her words for a moment before admitting that she was probably right.  “Okay, yeah, you’ve got a point,” he said heavily.  “And that’s why I want to talk to you.  I feel like so far, I’ve been very reactive, and I don’t like that.  When Gorrid challenged me to that stupid duel, I just ignored it.  I didn’t make any plans to deal with it, or with him, or with his House.  I had no idea what was happening in the city because I was too busy in the Blightlands and didn’t bother to gather the info I should have about Keryth.  I might have saved everyone a lot of trouble if I had.”
Geltheriel nodded.  “That is certainly possible, Oathbinder.  What will you do to remedy this, then?”
“I need information about running a House, and you’re the only person I know who trained for it,” he smiled at her.  “I don’t know anything about elven politics, what my duties as a House Patriarch are, or even what benefits and rights it gives me.  I also have no staff or retainers and no idea how to find them.”  He looked at her seriously.  “I need help.”
“And you shall have it, but I am not the best person to instruct you,” she replied, placing her hand on his shoulder.  “I have been far removed from the games of Houses for too long to be of much use.  I do, however, know of one who is an expert at such games, and who can teach you what you need to know.”  She turned away and started walking back to her fledgling archers.  “When I am done here, we will go to Uncle Durlan’s shop, Oathbinder.”
“Durlan’s?” he repeated.  “Is there a Skill book for this stuff?”
“In all likelihood,” she shrugged.  “But that is not the point.  My uncle knows more of elven politics than I would learn in several lifetimes, and he will be of more use to you than ever I could.  I will finish with this group – they have but another half hour to train – and we will go together.”
And so, Aranos found himself an hour later standing before the diminutive but aged elf Durlan, Geltheriel’s uncle and owner of the most exclusive bookshop in Eredain, if not the Elven Realms, as Geltheriel explained the Traveler’s dilemma.  Durlan listened attentively, asked a handful of questions about funds and how quickly the pair needed assistance, and had then shooed Aranos to the back rooms.
“My niece and I will make these arrangements, as we have far more experience in such,” the shopkeeper had assured him.  “You will serve best by spending this time training your Skills, especially those that will aid the marvelous fenrin that you have returned to our world.”  Durlan had a soft spot for Silma, whose race had been lost to the world since the Feast of Virnal, when the Dark gods unleashed a literal Hell on Earth and had broken the power of the Kingdoms of Light.  Silma had elected to remain back at the estate – with her new size, traveling through the Stronghold was a bit difficult and also attracted a great deal of attention – and Durlan seemed disappointed that the fenrin hadn’t come along.
“I really think I should learn how to do this stuff,” Aranos had protested.  “I’m supposed to be the Lord, after all, and it makes sense that I should be able to run the daily activities of my House, right?”
“In fact, that would make very little sense, Traveler,” Durlan chuckled drily.  “Do you truly believe that the Patriarchs of the Houses handle such mundane details as managing a staff, ordering foodstuffs, and maintaining their estates?  That is the purpose of hirelings: you will pay others to do this for you, which will free you to pursue the activities that will grow your power and your House’s influence.”
Aranos frowned but nodded as he realized that made more sense than trying to handle everything by himself.  He’d drive himself crazy trying to do everything, and his progression as a Sorcerer would probably grind to a halt.  The issue, as he saw it, was that he needed to hire people he could trust – Exxidor’s betrayal had proven that elves, like humans, could fall prey to ambition and pride – and he had no idea how to find them, and he told the pair as much.
“Yet, while you may not, Uncle Durlan has many connections and is skilled at such,” Geltheriel assured him.  “I will act as your agent, Oathbinder, and Uncle Durlan will guide me in who to approach and make sure that all arrangements made are fair and equitable.  Your presence will not likely be needed, although certainly if it is, we will summon you immediately.” 
Thus, Aranos soon stood in the back room, staring at the spines of the various Skill Books and pacing.  He knew that he needed to work on his Skills, but there were a lot of things that needed doing.  He needed to make a few Enchanted items for Lorsan to sell while he was away; he needed to think about new Spells or upgrade his old ones for the journey ahead; he needed to meet with the High Dreamer and train before he left, to see if he could get his Skill closer to the Expert level; he was at Adept 5, now, so he needed six more levels, and he doubted he’d get them before his party had to leave Eredain and head for the High Roads.
That was another thing; he was still assuming that he’d have a party to travel the High Roads with.  Certainly, he could depend on Geltheriel and Silma joining him, but Rhys the Druid and Saphielle had commitments in the Stronghold and couldn’t just abandon them.  He didn’t even want to consider trying the High Roads without a healer, and having Saphielle as a main tank allowed Geltheriel to fight as a rogue/assassin, the way her Class and build were designed.  Silma could take either role; she was tough enough to tank, especially with the armoring Enchantment he’d placed on her necklace, but she was quick enough and hit hard enough to fight as a DPS, or damage-dealer.
He shook his head and took a deep breath.  He couldn’t do anything about any of that right now.  Those were all things that had to be done, but right now, he was in Durlan’s private collection, and that meant he needed to look and see if there were any new Skills he’d like to grab, anything that might help him on his Quest.
At first, when he’d discovered the amazing synergy his Master of Skills Title had with Skill books, he’d honestly thought the Title might have been broken.  After all, it basically allowed him to learn any Skill, regardless of restrictions, in about fifteen minutes.  After that, he still improved his Skills at an accelerated rate, so not only could he learn them, he could technically become an Expert or even a Master in just about every Skill.  That seemed way too powerful…at least, until Geltheriel had explained that, even with his gifts, he still only had so many hours per day to train and practice Skills.
Sure, he could learn – he glanced at the nearest Skill book – Chandlering?  Didn’t that have something to do with candles?  It didn’t matter; he could learn it, no problem.  When, though, would he practice it?  He’d get it at the Student level…and it would probably stay there.  Even if it were something more useful, like Weaponsmithing, it might be months or even years before he got around to getting it to the Expert level.
He already had a dozen or so Skills that were important and that needed his attention.  Some of those were critical for his Sorcerer Class, while others were important for his High Enchanting, his main crafting Skill.  In either case, if he spent more time on, say, Weaponsmithing, that would be less time he spent on other Skills that were more important, or time he couldn’t spend on his Class, Stat training, or adventuring and leveling up.  The real boon to the Master of Skills Title was still that it let him train Skills more quickly, which is all it originally did.  The synergy bonus was awesome at first but now was seeming less and less useful. 
Still, maybe if he found a really awesome, restricted Skill – one that gave him real advantages either in combat or in his Class – he could add it to his repertoire.  He could technically possess seventeen books in his mental library right now, based on his Wisdom Stat, and he only had seven.  Of those, Goldsmithing had reached the Adept level, and he wouldn’t be gaining as much from the book as he once had – and he used the Skill quite often, so it did level up naturally just from practice.  He supposed that meant he could add one more Skill book to his repertoire without it being a big deal.
He walked to the section of Durlan’s library for restricted Skills.  He’d glanced at it before, but nothing in it had really seemed useful to him.  There were Skills here like Weather Calling, which he supposed for a Druid or Storm Wizard might be useful, or Immovability, which would probably be a good Skill for a tank.  Neither of those seemed like they’d really help him, though, which was the problem with most restricted Skills, so far as he’d seen.  They were restricted because if you weren’t the right race or Class, you probably weren’t going to get much use from them. 
Two of the books did catch his eye, though.  One was labeled ‘Battlesense’, which sounded like something that could help his party in combat.  If it gave him the ability to mentally see how a battle was going, he would be able to keep them from being flanked or surprised by enemies.  He doubted the Skill would be that powerful, at least at first, but he figured it was worth trying.  If he didn’t end up using it, it wasn’t that big of a loss.
The second book, Soulbinding, was a little harder to decode.  It could be talking about making Soul Bonds, like the kind that he and Silma had.  It could be a crafting Skill that would let him forge Soul-bound items, the kind that couldn’t be stolen, destroyed, or lost when he respawned, which would be very useful.  It could also be some sort of domination Skill, allowing him to bind the souls of others to do his bidding, but that seemed unlikely; that would probably be the province of specific Spells, not a Skill that, technically, anyone could learn.
However, what intrigued him most about that Skill is that, in any of those cases, it probably had to involve manipulating Soul energy, and he thought that Soul mana was one of the Enhanced mana Aspects that he needed to unlock next.  Even if it didn’t turn out to be a useful Skill, if it unlocked a new Aspect, it would be worth the spot in his mental library.
He grabbed the two books – at the last moment, he also snagged Arcane Lore, since it would be nice to get that up to the Adept level – and sat down at the desk Durlan provided to his customers, who usually paid in platinum for the privilege of using this library.  Skill books were rare and valuable, because they contained the remembrances of a Master or Grandmaster in each particular Skill.  Using one could grant an NPC the Student level of a Skill in a week and the Adept level in a month, when that would usually take them years.  Players mastered Skills far more quickly, but even then, it could take days of constant practice to get a Skill to the Student level normally, when Aranos guessed that a Skill book could do the same in about two days and could get someone to the Adept level in a week.
He opened the first book, Battlesense, and immediately, a screen popped up in his vision:
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Warning!
The Skill Battlesense is Class and Race restricted!
Would you like to transfer the Skill book “Battlesense” into your mindscape? (Yes/No)
[image: ]
He quickly selected ‘Yes’ and felt a swift, sharp pain in his temples as the book’s knowledge was transferred directly into his mind.  He still needed to study it to gain its benefits, but now he could do so at his leisure, not requiring the physical book.  While apparently this was something that anyone with a mindscape could do – which meant anyone with the Meditation Skill – it wasn’t commonly known among the elves.  Aranos didn’t really want to spread that information, either, because doing so might harm Durlan’s livelihood, and the old shopkeeper had been very good to him.  Granted, that was for the sake of his niece, but he’d been a good friend, regardless.
He picked up the Soulbinding book and also added it to his mindscape, ignoring a similar warning about its being Restricted, then returned both books to their places and sat down in the chair, closing his eyes.  He allowed his thoughts to drift inward, flowing deeper into himself, until his consciousness swam down into his mindscape.  He opened his eyes and smiled; originally, the mindscape had been a 10’ radius dome with chaotic swirls of rainbow-colored mana floating outside it.  Now, it was a rectangular space, 30’ high, 70’ wide, and 120’ or so long.  He’d put archery targets, a pair of combat dummies for weapons training, crafting stations for blacksmithing and leatherworking, and a large, holographic screen displaying his current Quests.  The main focus of the room, though, was the glass pillar that extended from floor to ceiling and was filled with the chromatic spirals of his aspected mana.
He was tempted to spend some time working on his spirals, expanding and enhancing them with more layers, but that sort of thing went better when he had the increased flow of a mana crystal to draw from.  He could have spent the time learning about his new House, but honestly, he wanted to do that when he had either Lorsan or Durlan handy to ask questions of.  That meant the best way he could spend his time was on his Skill training, and since he did have two brand-new Skills to learn…
Decided, he took the Battlesense book from the bookcase holding all nine of his memorized Skill books and sat down in the perfectly designed chair he’d fashioned for himself.  By expending mana, he could make or alter anything he wanted here in the mindscape, except for living or even animated creatures.  The space wasn’t heavily decorated, but that sort of thing wasn’t really his strong suit.  Interior design wasn’t a huge priority when you lived in a tiny apartment and spent the vast majority of your time in front of virtual computer stations.
He opened the Skill book and placed his hand on the open pages.  Rather than reading it, he closed his eyes and willed himself down into the book.  What he’d discovered when he’d first started using Skill Books was that they weren’t just the writings and teachings of ancient Grandmasters; they were actually copies of those Masters’ memories, knowledge, and Skill.  Anyone who possessed the willpower could project themselves into the book and, rather than simply reading about a Skill, could train with an image of that Master and their memories.
Aranos opened his eyes to the sound of battle and blinked to find himself standing on top of a tower, looking down onto a chaotic melee that raged below.  Tall, smooth-skinned beings held a shield formation against a horde of dark, hulking creatures that looked sort of like deformed ogres.  Aranos watched as the unarmed ogres crashed into the wall, their immense mass and bulk causing it to buckle and bow inward in several places.  Almost instantly, though, additional shield-bearers shifted into the line, pressing forward and halting the monsters’ charge. 
“Do you understand what you see, aleen?” a voice spoke from beside Aranos, causing him to turn quickly.  One of the tall, smooth-skinned creatures stood beside him, dressed in simple plate armor with modest gold chasing around each seam.  The creature’s face was wide with heavy features but was completely hairless.  Its skin was deep bronze, and it stood more than a foot taller than Aranos. 
“Umm…a battle?” Aranos guessed, knowing that the answer was lame and would probably be unsatisfactory. 
The speaker shook its head – Aranos had no idea what gender it might have been, with its long, bright-golden hair and its form obscured by the heavy armor – and looked at him disapprovingly.  “If that is all you see, then you have no place attempting to learn the ways of the daiva, half-fay.  Look closer.”
Aranos looked back toward the battle and watched carefully.  At first, it looked to be a simple enough matter: the ogre-like creatures kept charging, while the smooth-skinned creatures – which he guessed were the daiva – held their line.  After a moment, he realized that even as the line continually gave way, the defenders were somehow still advancing, as if every breach in their line was an opportunity for them instead of their enemies.   The daiva were unbelievably well coordinated; Aranos never saw them interfere with or hinder one another, each always just seemed to know where they needed to be, and they moved like the fingers of a single hand. 
“How are they doing that?” he asked with a bit of disbelief.  “How are they being pushed back, but still taking ground instead of giving it up?  And how do they seem to work so well together?”
“Ah, you do see,” the daiva at his side nodded approvingly.  “That is the way of the daiva.  We were battling the Darkness when your elven ancestors hid from it in caves, and when your fay kindred were naught but shadows of power, carried by the wind across this world.  We are the warriors of the Light, and battle is our calling and our joy.”
The daiva turned to face him.  “You will learn this and more, aleen.  I will teach you how to feel a battlefield, to know at all times where your enemies and allies stand, and to understand without thought how to exploit every advantage your enemy gives you.  Now, come into the tower, and let us see how well your mind understands a battlefield.”
Aranos spent what felt like several days under the daiva’s tutelage.  They played a game that was similar to chess but with far more complex rules, since how each piece could move depended on what part of the board it was on and what pieces were next to it.  The daiva told him stories of great conflicts, and they watched recreations of various battles, with the creature constantly pressing Aranos to dissect what was happening and why.  Aranos even got to lead a squad of daiva in several mock battles against others of their own kind.
Aranos lost every game and each battle resoundingly, but he learned a bit from each loss, and by the end of their time, he was starting to gain a feel for the battlefield and lost a bit less quickly.  He could almost sense when his enemies changed their formations and where their attacks would come.  Although he didn’t yet know how to take advantage of those shifts, at least he could better defend against them.
When at last he rose from the daiva’s memories, he was mentally exhausted but excited to see what benefits the new Skill would give him.  Rather than pull up his notifications, though, he replaced the Battlesense book and took down the Soulbinding one with a minor sense of trepidation.  He took a deep breath, placed his hand on the pages, and willed himself into the book’s memories.
He opened his eyes and, with a feeling of rising dread, realized that he was standing in a dark, shadowy room.  There were no windows that he could see, and the room had a heavy, musty scent to it.  A patch of shadows moved, revealing a figure shrouded in a black, voluminous robe, its face completely hidden and invisible.
“Interesting,” a soft, sibilant voice hissed from the depths of the figure’s cowl.  “It is exceedingly rare for a Lightborn to seek out my arts; even rarer is it for one to enter my pages directly.”
“Uh, well,” Aranos said hesitantly, “I was curious about this Skill.  I don’t even know what Soulbinding is; is it some kind of Enchantment?”
“Pah,” the creature hissed.  “Soulbinding is much, much more than simple Enchanting.  It is the secret to the power of the gods themselves, aleen, and you stumble into it unawares?  Foolishness!  Why should I grant my knowledge to you?”
“That sounds very powerful,” Aranos replied neutrally, not wanting to antagonize the cloaked figure; he didn’t know if it was possible for a Skill book’s memories to refuse to train him, but he also didn’t want to find out.  “Maybe the problem is that I just don’t understand; could you explain what Soulbinding is, so I can know what you’re offering?”
“Hrmm,” the figure grumbled.  “You may be correct.  Soulbinding is an ancient art; perhaps it has been lost over time.  Perhaps, knowing the art, you could restore its greatness to the world!”
The figure lifted a withered, bony hand from under its cloak, clutching a black gem in its grip.  A small, weak pulse of energy beat at the heart of the stone, its light a pale, golden fluttering that did nothing to illuminate the darkened room.
“This is a Soul Stone,” the creature hissed, holding forth the gem.  “It is the basis for the Soulbinding Skill; within it is the captured soul of a slain enemy, used now to empower my Abilities.
“As you likely know,” the figure continued, holding the stone close to its hood, “when a being dies on Ka, their soul – that spark that makes them unique – travels to the halls of whatever god they served.  There, all that they were – their memories, dreams, Skills, Classes, and all the rest – is given to their god as an offering, emptying their soul to be born anew on Ka.
“However,” the creature hissed, “those who know the secrets of Soulbinding can interrupt that journey.  I can capture a soul, drain its energy until nothing but the vaguest flicker of self is left, and then release it to continue its travels.  By so doing, I gain power as the gods do!”  The creature held the gem aloft triumphantly as he spoke.
Aranos frowned.  “Do you have to trap and drain souls to use the Skill?” he asked dubiously.
The figure sighed.  “It is the surest method to power,” it insisted.  “Allow me to teach you; here, in this place, no true soul can be harmed; yet, when you see the power that can be gained, I am certain that you will lose your reticence and embrace the art!”
It can’t hurt to learn it, Aranos mused.  At least, not here.  I can’t see myself ever using this – there’s no way that trapping and draining souls isn’t going to Corrupt me – but knowing it doesn’t mean I have to use it, right?  And if it teaches me how to tap Soul mana…
The next few days were ones that Aranos wasn’t eager to recall.  He first learned to sense a soul’s passing, then how to guide the soul into a specially prepared gem that trapped it, helpless to escape.  The instructor – he never saw its face and had no idea what it was – taught him how to tap the inherent power in a soul, how to use that power to boost the effect of his Spells or Enchantments.
The problem was, connecting to a soul to drain it also opened Aranos to the agony the soul felt from what was, in all honesty, Aranos devouring it.  There was no way to tune that out; his teacher in this art seemed to relish the pain it was inflicting, but Aranos felt disgusted by it and was having greater and greater difficulty stomaching the Skill, even in this imaginary realm.  He wasn’t particularly squeamish – he could even be ruthless if the need arose – but profiting from another’s agony seemed…almost blasphemous.
It wasn’t until the fifth day of the mental training that he found a way to use the new Skill without befouling himself.  His teacher produced a cage with some small, helpless creature inside of it and slit the animal’s throat effortlessly, instructing Aranos to capture the hapless soul in a gem he had previously prepared. 
Aranos reached out to the departing soul, connecting to it with a mental link, tethering it so that it couldn’t escape.  The next step was supposed to be to shift his end of the tether and connect it within the gem; the gem would then draw the soul down the link and lock it within its boundaries.  As he connected to the fleeing creature’s soul, though, he felt its terror and sorrow, as if it knew what was about to befall it, and he realized that he just couldn’t destroy a soul that way, even an imaginary one.
Instead, he sent feelings of comfort, warmth, and reassurance to the soul, calming its struggles through the linkage.  The soul’s terror eased as Aranos felt energy flow out of him, soothing the small creature, instead of power rushing into him.  He was about to release the tether when energy began flowing back down it, returning to him, replacing what he had given and then overflowing into him.  He channeled the excess into the gem, which began glowing faintly, and handed it to his instructor as he untethered the soul and let it move on to whatever fate awaited it.
The creature picked up the gem curiously.  “What is this?” it asked, its voice hesitant. “There is power in this stone, but no soul accompanying it!  How can that be?” Suddenly, the creature shrieked and dropped the gem, shaking its smoking hand.
“Accursed Lightborn!” it screeched.  “The power burns!  What have you done?  Begone; I will teach you no more!”
Aranos felt the memory swirl and dissolve around him, and suddenly he awoke. “Huh,” he scratched his head.  “I guess you can get kicked out of a Skill book if you piss it off too much.  Maybe that’s how the AIs explain why some Skills are restricted.”  The book in his hand crumbled and faded, vanishing from his mindscape.  And I guess you don’t get to try again once the book decides you aren’t right for it.  Oh, well.
Aranos saw the blinking, blue dot of a notification in his vision, but he also saw an ominous red one and a green one that indicated something unusual.  Curious, he willed all the Skill gains to show up as a single notification and read through them:
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Skills Gained!
You have learned the following Skills:
Skill: Leadership (Trained)
Rank: Student 1
Party members under your command gain bonuses in and out of combat.
Effect: When you are designated as Party Leader, all party members gain a percent bonus equal to [(Cha / 10) + Skill Level] to attack and defense in combat, and to movement speed out of combat.  You may add one more party member to your adventuring party without penalty.
Student Level Ability: You may add an additional member to your adventuring party.  You can rally party members affected by negative mental status effects.  To rally party members, you must make an opposed check: your [(Cha -10) + Skill level] versus the initiator of the effect’s [(Cha -10) + Effect level].  Success means that the party members shake off the status effect immediately.
Rally Cost: 50 SP
Maximum Party Size: Under normal circumstances, an adventuring party can have four members without penalty.  For each extra member above that maximum, party members suffer a 10% penalty to attack and defense (as the larger party makes coordination more difficult) and to all earned XP.  This maximum can be increased by the party leader’s Charisma: for every 20 points of Charisma the party leader possesses, one more member can be added without penalty.  In addition, certain Skills and Abilities can raise this maximum even further.  Familiars and Bonded Companions do not count against this maximum.
Current Maximum Party Size: 4 members
Cha +1
Skill: Battlesense (Trained)
Rank: Student 1
You are skilled at analyzing a battlefield and deploying party members.
Effect: When you are designated as Party Leader or Troop Commander, all individuals under your command gain a percent bonus to attack, defense, and movement speed equal to [(Cha /10) + (Wis /10) + Skill level) when in combat.  You can make an opposed check to sense the location of nearby enemies: your [(Per-10) + Skill level] versus the higher of a creature’s [(Agil-10) + Stealth Skill] or the opposing commander’s [(Cha-10) + Leadership Skill].  Success means that you can sense the presence and approach of enemies within 10’ per Skill level.  Note that this Skill only allows you to sense enemies during active combat and will not reveal enemies lying in ambush or approaching out of combat.
Student Level Ability: Enemies engaged in combat with individuals under your command receive a penalty equal to the bonus provided by this Skill to attack and defense, but only when attacking or defending against members of your command.  You can sense enemies during combat at 15’ per Skill level.
Per +1
Skill: Lifesense (Trained)
Rank: Novice 7
You can sense the presence of any creature with a soul within range.
Effect: You can sense any creature with a soul (any living creature, excluding plants, automatons, undead, or natives of other planes) within 10’, plus 1’ per Skill level.  You can sense a creature’s death at double the normal range.
Per +1
Skill: Soulbinding (Corrupted, Trained)
Rank: Novice 7
You can prepare Soul Stones, trap souls within them, and use the energy of these souls to power your Spells, Abilities, and Enchantments.
Effect: If you have a Soul Stone prepared, you can capture the soul of any creature that dies within range of your Lifesense Skill by making an opposed check: your [(Wis -10) + Skill level] versus the creature’s ](Wis – 10) + Level].  Success means the soul is trapped in the Soul Stone, granting you Soul Points equal to the creature’s [Level x 2].
Soul Points: Soul points are the stored energy of another’s soul.  They can be used to boost the power of any Spell, Enchantment, or Ability: spending 10 Soul Points will add 50% to an effect’s power and duration, 20 Soul Points will add 100%, 30 Soul Points will add 150%, and so on.  You can spend Soul Points equal to or less than your Wis Stat.
Corrupted Skill: Binding a soul and using it for your own purposes is inherently a Corrupt act.  You gain 5 CP every time you capture a soul and 1 CP for every 10 Soul Points you use.  In addition, any Spell, Ability, or Enchantment empowered by this Skill is considered Corrupted and does 50% more damage to Lightborn or creatures with Redemption Points, but half damage to Shadowborn or creatures with Corruption Points.  Corrupted items damage Lightborn or Redeemed creatures that use them, inflicting LP damage equal to the Soul Points used to empower the item.
Wis +1
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Congratulations!  
You have Redeemed the Corrupted Skill: Soulbinding
Skill: Soulbinding has Evolved into Skill: Soulmending
Skill: Soulmending (Redeemed, Trained)
Rank: Student 1
You can heal wounded souls, gaining Soul Points in the process.
Effect: You can ease the pain of a soul’s passage into the next Realm if the creature dies within range of your Lifesense Skill.  Doing so costs you LP but gains you Soul Points: you gain [(Wis + Cha)/20 + Creature Level] (rounded down) Soul Points at the cost of 5 LP damage per Soul Point gained.  You do not need a Soul Stone to store these Soul Points, as they are a part of your very soul.  You can spend Soul Points to power Abilities, Enchantments, or Spells: spending 15 Soul Points will add 50% to an effect’s power and duration, 30 Soul Points will add 100%, 45 Soul Points will add 150%, and so on.  You can spend Soul Points equal to or less than your Wis Stat.
Student Level Ability: Stored Soul Points provide a bonus to your mental Stats: you gain +1 to each Stat for every 30 Soul Points you have stored.
Redeemed Skill: Easing the pain of souls is inherently an act of Redemption.  Easing a soul’s passage gives you 5 RP, while using Soul Points with this Skill gives you 1 RP per 15 Soul Points used.  In addition, any Spell, Ability, or Enchantment empowered by this Skill is considered Redeemed, doing 50% extra to all Shadowborn or creatures with Corruption Points but only 50% damage to Lightborn or creatures with Redemption Points.
Wis +1
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Quest Updated: Race to Get Ahead!
For evolving a Redeemed Skill, you receive: +250 XP
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Skill Training Failure!
You have failed to learn the Skill: Soulbinding completely.  This Skill book is now locked to you and cannot be used to improve this Skill further. 
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I didn’t know there were Redeemed and Corrupted Skills, he thought, reading over his new Skills with satisfaction.  I wonder if you can Redeem an Ability? Maybe sometime, I should see what I can do with Energy Drain; I’ve got the Ability and can’t use it without getting Corruption.
The Quest that had updated was something of a mystery to him.  It was a Hidden Quest, and he thought that if he completed it, he’d get some sort of race change or evolution.  He had no idea how many steps were needed to complete the Quest, though; he thought he’d already updated it a half-dozen times, if not more.  He supposed that it would take something substantial to grant a racial change; it would be anticlimactic if it happened when, say, he evolved a Spell or something.
He shrugged mentally and re-read the description of his new Skills more carefully.  By his reckoning, his Leadership and Battlesense scores would grant his party a 20% bonus to their normal movement rate and a 51% bonus to their Attack, Defense, and movement in combat.  However, he didn’t understand the maximum party size: by his calculations, it should have been around 10, between his Charisma and the bonuses for his Leadership Skill, but it was stuck at 4.  That didn’t make any sense; he read the description again, but it still looked wrong to him.
“You’re missing the part about it being affected by the party leader’s Charisma and Leadership scores,” a smooth, matronly female voice spoke in his mind.  Veronica, his AI guide in Singularity Online, rarely showed herself in the game world, even when he was alone in his mindscape, but she even more rarely waited for him to ask her for help before jumping in with assistance.  He noticed that she never told him anything that he couldn’t figure out for himself or anything that would affect a Quest or his own Class progression, but when it was a question about how something worked?  She was all over those.
“Right, and my Charisma Stat is at 92 right now,” he pointed out.  “That should give me four extra members.  With the two more I get from Leadership, I should be able to have 10 people in my party.”
“You would, if you were party leader,” she agreed.  “You’re not, though.  Geltheriel is, remember?  She created the party, she added Saphielle and Rhys, and you’re just another member of her party.  With her as leader, you can have four members, not counting Silma.”
Aranos grimaced; he hadn’t really ever thought about who the party’s leader was, although he should have realized it wasn’t him when he never received any notifications about Rhys and Saphielle joining the party.  He’d have to talk to Geltheriel about that; maybe she had some other Skill or Ability that gave them bonuses that he didn’t know about, but if she didn’t, she’d likely agree that they’d all be better off with the bonuses they would get for letting him be party leader.
Since he was already in his mindscape, he spent some time training his Animal Handling Skill, which would make Silma stronger, and his Sense Intent Skill, which was very close to moving up to Adept level.  He gained two ranks in Animal Handling and Beast Lore and one in Sense Intent from his efforts, and he rose from his mindscape satisfied with his new Skills.  He quickly pulled up his shorter status to see how the new Skill gains had benefitted him:
[image: ]
Aranos, Lord Evenshade, Elf-Friend
Age: 26
Race: Aleen
Advanced Class: Sorcerer AscendantXP: 99270/105000
Level: 5
Class: SorcererXP: 72635/78000
Level: 12
Profession: HunterXP: 465/500
Abilities:
Str: 35 (41)     Dex: 42 (48)    Agil: 39 (45)   End: 37 (43)
Int: 106   Wis: 114Per:  48     Cha: 92
LP: 942/942Regen: 6.2/s
SP: 13264/13264Regen: 53.3/s, 69.6/s when meditating
Stamina: N/A
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After he’d stopped the Tree-heart from being enslaved by Keryth, it had rewarded Aranos with a Mythical Artifact called the Tree-Heart, which had bumped all of his Stats up by 10 once he’d absorbed it.  Doing so had felt like swallowing liquid fire, but in addition to the boost to his Stats, he’d also gained 30 points to his Defense score, 30% resistance to magic, and two Auras: one that improved the LP and Stamina regen of his party and even let them regain those at half the normal speed in combat, and one that he could use once per day to give a big penalty to the Stats of all Shadowborn creatures nearby.  That had pushed his Int to over 100, which boosted his Spell Power by 5% and Skill XP by 1% per point of Int over 10.  It also reduced other creatures’ resistance to his magic by 25%, which he figured would eventually be very useful.  He hadn’t encountered a lot of creatures that were totally immune to his magic – except perhaps the gasha he’d fought in Haerobel – but he assumed he’d be fighting more as he grew more powerful.  Magical resistance was a simple way to level the playing field between monsters and parties, especially at high levels when a single Spell could wipe out dozens or hundreds of creatures at once.
In the hour Aranos had spent studying, Durlan and Geltheriel had located four small Houses that had more members than things to do with them, and all of whom were interested in being connected to the House of the savior of Eredain.  Durlan assured him that he had only the minimal amount of labor that he needed, but it was enough to keep his House running until he returned from Antas. 
And now, Durlan was helping them procure supplies that, honestly, Aranos would have tried to purchase from the Great Square, probably at a much higher cost.  That reminded him that he needed to see about buying or collecting more plants for his Herbalism Skill, although the fact that the House of Spring was angry with him might make purchasing them more difficult.  He’d have to keep his eyes open on the trip back to Eredain.
The rest of the day had passed simply enough.  Aranos had finally gotten his Int and Wis training in, had spent a bit of time Enchanting, and had practiced his spellcasting, leading to some modest gains in his Spells but no new Spell ranks.  By the time he’d finished, it had been time for the party to leave the Stronghold for their nightly hunt – which led to the unusual encounter with the impisas and eventually to Aranos standing around, gathering wool.
Shaking his head, Aranos returned his thoughts to the night in the Blightlands.  “So, no Harvesting?” he asked, pointing to the impisas once more.
“We will Harvest their hides, yes,” Geltheriel replied.  “Impisas are quite resistant to extremes of heat and cold, and their fur can be used to make clothing with similar properties.  Nothing else is worth Harvesting, though; their teeth are very difficult to remove, and their claws are too weak to be useful.”
Aranos and Geltheriel set to Harvesting the corpses, the woman using a slim-bladed knife she carried, and Aranos with a blade crafted from unaspected mana using his Forge Mana Spell.  It didn’t take them long – while his Harvesting Skill still wasn’t as high as Geltheriel’s, he had his Hunter Profession active, which allowed him to work more quickly and produce more from each corpse than his Skill would normally permit – and it was only a few minutes later that they had the hides tucked away in his Storage Bag. 
The party returned to their hunt, deep in the Blightlands.  They were farther into the Corrupted Lands than they had been before, moving in the direction of the High Road that lay to the south of Eredain, hoping to find higher-level and more dangerous creatures farther from the Claimed Lands of the elves.  Aranos knew that, rationally, that didn’t make sense – in reality, the Darkness would want its strongest minions near its enemies and leave the areas farthest from elven borders more lightly defended – but in game terms, it was totally logical.  Low-level players would find weaker opponents nearest the Stronghold, where safety and healing were waiting for them if they needed it.  As they grew stronger, they could venture farther into the Blightlands, eventually spending days or even weeks within them hunting truly dangerous creatures.
He’d taken advantage of this with the new Travelers, in fact, encouraging them to hunt the Forests at night and only venture into the Blightlands during the day, when there were fewer enemies and those they encountered would be weakened by the sunlight.  It was a solid strategy for the Travelers to both level up and develop reputation in Eredain by turning in bounty Quests for the weaker creatures.
Silma ranged out before them as they traveled, her keen senses making her almost as good a tracker as Aranos was.  The fenrin’s Stealth Skill was much higher than the Sorcerer’s, though, so it was far safer for her to travel on her own.  Between her Stealth, natural speed, and the teleportation Ability the collar he’d fashioned gave her, the celestial wolf was reasonably safe from foes that would be far too deadly for even the full party to challenge. 
Aranos still Tracked as they traveled, though, because with his Master-ranked Tracking Skill, he occasionally found things that the fenrin didn’t.  He could track an eagle’s flight through the air if he had to – he’d done that on a whim when he was first learning how to use the Skill – so there was very little that his searching gaze missed. 
So, when he felt Silma returning through their Bond, he wasn’t particularly surprised.  He’d noticed a couple of traces of a group of large, cat-like creatures as they moved, and between the trails he’d spotted and the heavy scent of the creatures that he’d picked up, he knew the beasts were about a half-mile ahead of them.  That meant that Silma had probably gotten as close as she dared and was coming back with more information.
As the fenrin neared, she glanced at Aranos.  I’ve found a pack of creatures ahead.  They look like they might have sensed us; they’re lying in ambush in a large tree.  She examined the Sorcerer’s face carefully, and her eyes narrowed.  And how much of that did you already know?  There was no missing the accusing tone in her voice.
That there are creatures a half-mile ahead, that there are four of them, and that they move like big cats, he replied, sending her an image of himself grinning.  I didn’t know they were waiting for us, though.
They likely have Saphielle’s scent, Silma thought a bit dismissively.  She couldn’t hide on a moonless night dressed all in black.  I could smell her all the way there.
She’s not skilled at Stealth, as you know, he thought soothingly.  While Silma liked the blue-haired Warrior just fine, she always seemed personally offended by how bad the woman was at hiding and sneaking.  She’s getting better, though.
And perhaps, in a year or two, she’ll be able to hide from a puppy, the fenrin sniffed.  Here, this is where they are. 
Instantly, an image popped into Aranos’ mind.  He saw a dark, scraggly cluster of trees – what passed for a forest in the Blightlands – with a massive bole dominating the center of it.  Four large, feline creatures could be seen stalking the wide branches of the tree, their ash-gray coats blending almost perfectly into the diseased-looking wood in the silvery moonlight.  The mental image wasn’t detailed enough for Aranos to make out the carpet of gray, unhealthy fungus covering the bark or the knots and lumps twisting the branches where parasites had infected it, but he knew they were there.  They’re waiting in a jubokko?
I wasn’t sure that it was one; I didn’t get close enough to smell it. 
Aranos sighed, drawing the party’s attention.  “There are four big cats waiting for us up ahead,” he explained, describing the creatures.  “They’re in the branches of a jubokko, probably waiting for us in ambush.”
Rhys and Geltheriel exchanged worried glances as the aleen spoke.  “This is concerning, Oathbinder,” the woman spoke after a few moments.  “The creatures you describe sound like charklas, but I do not think that is possible.  They are highly territorial and tolerate each other’s presence solely for the purpose of mating, and then only briefly.”
“As the creatures have poisoned spines placed throughout their fur and are not immune to one another’s venom, brief is how all such encounters must be,” Rhys added drily.  “I have not heard of them gathering so, however.”
Aranos frowned.  “Well, if we’re going to reclaim the jubokko, we’ll have to deal with them.  What can you tell us about these…what did you call them?”  Aranos’ Beast Lore hadn’t kicked in when Geltheriel had mentioned the name of the creatures, which suggested to Aranos that they were likely fairly rare creatures.
“Charklas,” Geltheriel repeated.  “As the Druid has said, they have thin, needle-like spines buried in their fur that secrete a debilitating toxin.  They are ambush predators who can shift their bodies into vapor and reform them at will.”
“I am surprised that Silma even saw them, or that you could track them,” Rhys broke in.  “As I have heard, they travel in physical form only when not hunting and revert to vapor the moment they have scented prey.”
Geltheriel nodded.  “The Druid is correct.  Their behavior is…odd.”
Aranos took a deep breath, his mind whirling.  If, as Geltheriel said, these charklas were behaving abnormally – and he was willing to take her word, as she knew way more about it than he did – that made twice in one hunt they’d encountered creatures of the Dark acting strangely.  Once, he could chalk up to bad luck, but twice was something that had to be taken seriously.  It sounded like a looming questline, and while it was one that he wouldn’t be investigating, it sounded like something he could pass off to the other Travelers to give them something to work toward while he was gone. 
“I’d like to reclaim that jubokko,” Aranos said slowly.  “First, though, I need to know how dangerous these charklas are.”
“One is perhaps as dangerous as a small amarok pack,” Geltheriel explained.  “They do not hunt as amaroks do, trying to bring prey down at once, but utilize their venom and cunning.  As the Druid said, they prefer to remain in their mist form when hunting and materialize just long enough to envenom their prey before fleeing.  They will then follow the wounded creature until the poison brings it low, at which point they begin feeding at once, not waiting for it to perish first.”
“They’ve left tracks for the past mile and more,” Aranos mused, running his hand through his hair.  “From what you’ve said, having this many of them together is already strange, and their traveling like this is even stranger.  It kind of sounds like they’re wanting us to follow them, to be honest.”
“This is my thought, as well,” Saphielle agreed.  “As skilled as your fenrin is, I believe they may have scented her and laid these trails as a trap for us.”
Silma snorted.  I stayed downwind of them.  It’s a lot more likely that they smelled or heard all that armor.  She sounds like a smithy collapsing even from a mile away.
Aranos glanced at the silver wolf with barely concealed amusement.  “However they did it, I think it’s clear that they found us somehow.  I don’t know if they let Silma see them on purpose, or if they just hadn’t shifted into their mist form, but I think we have to assume the former.”
“If this is true, then by now they will have reverted to vapor and await us,” Geltheriel spoke.  “In this form, they are difficult to see, especially using Night Vision, as they will blend into the ground.  If the jubokko attacks as we approach, we may be too distracted to sense the creatures, much less combat them.”
“How poisonous are they?” Aranos questioned.
“Their venom usually presents little danger for a party, as it is easily countered and takes over an hour to affect an adult.  Battling four of them, however, we would each likely be poisoned multiple times.  I do not know how that would change the venom’s effects, but I suspect the additional toxin would greatly speed up the workings of it.”
“Probably best to assume it would,” Aranos nodded, his face thoughtful.  “So, we’re dealing with vaporous cats and a presumably hostile jubokko.  Fortunately, I think I’ve got an idea…”
Enhanced Flight was probably Aranos’ favorite Spell.  He’d crafted it not for its utility or its travel value; he’d just wanted to be able to fly around.  That didn’t mean it didn’t give him great flexibility and maneuverability – at his current level of Mana Mastery, he could fly almost as fast as a horse could gallop, and if he really had to, he could push the Spell to nearly 100 mph, although doing so ate his SP pretty rapidly.  Right now, though, he was drifting along over the others as they crept toward the towering jubokko, being careful to stay well out of the range of the tree’s branches.  Once it animated, it would attack anything that moved, and while each branch was fairly slow, there were a lot of them. 
Saphielle called the party to a halt and watched, her shield at the ready as Aranos flew silently over her and hovered in front of the party.   The scraggly grass at the edge of the barren, sere clearing created by the voracious jubokko bent and whipped fitfully in the downdraft of his Spell.  His True Vision lit up the forest clearing as brightly as if it had been daylight, but Aranos saw what Geltheriel meant about the charklas being hard to spot.  His Night Vision was colorless; everything was lit in shades of gray, black, and silver, and a gray mist against gray ground would only be visible if he was looking hard for it.  He didn’t know if the mist-forms of the charklas could move against the breeze his Spell was creating, but while he suspected they could, he also figured that a mist moving against the wind would be easier to spot and stand out more.
Even if that weren’t the case, though, his sight wasn’t the only sense he had.  He shifted his vision to Mana Sight, willing himself to pick up traces of life mana only.  The mist vanished, and all he could see were the members of his party glowing brightly, the scraggly grass around them, the oddly dark energy of the jubokko and its shallower roots...and there, in front of them, a single, misty presence that seemed to hover above the ground.  He glanced around but only saw one of them; for his plan to work, he needed more, and he needed them to be closer.
He signaled with the sign language Geltheriel had taught them all that he only sensed one of the creatures.  Technically, he signaled, “One prey,” since he wasn’t that great at the language, just yet, but it got the point across.  The party stood still and waited at the edge of the clearing, while Aranos kept his Mana Sight active.  After several minutes, though, still only the single creature was present in his vision, which meant that the others were either closer to the tree and being obscured by its presence, or they were moving around the party outside the range of his vision.
Nervously, he floated up and circled the party slowly; the higher he flew, the longer his effective sight radius along the ground was, but the more vulnerable he was, as well.  As he’d suspected, the other three creatures had moved to flank the party.  One of them was off to their right, while the other two seemed to be moving behind them.  None were drifting any closer, though, which made him even more nervous.  If he had to guess, he’d say that the pair moving behind them were going to make the first attack, probably intending to drive the party back into the range of the jubokko.  Once they were occupied by the tree and the two cats in front, the others would strike from the side and rear. 
It would have been an effective strategy if Aranos hadn’t been able to sense the creatures, but what bothered Aranos was that, realistically, the cats shouldn’t have had any sort of strategy whatsoever.  If these things were loners that rarely tolerated their own kind, their attack should have consisted of each of the beasts pouncing whenever it felt like it and maybe even fighting with one another.  They definitely shouldn’t have been able to function as an effective unit.
At the same time, how the cats had arrayed themselves actually worked in the party’s favor.  The jubokko had always been the flaw in Aranos’ plan; what he was about to do would definitely have woken it up, and that would have vastly complicated matters.  He signaled to the others where the creatures were, and Geltheriel and Silma shifted around to the back and side of the party, respectively.  The Shadedancer took out her shield and nodded to Aranos, who raised his hands and began casting a Spell.
Deadly Vapors was one of his more dangerous Spells, and not just for his enemies.  He called forth equal amounts of air, life, and void mana, swirling and entwining them within his channels, mixing them into a froth of death mana carried on currents of air.  With an effort of will, he pushed the resulting mixture forth into the air before him.  As the death mana passed through his body, it ate away at his vital essence, leaching precious LP from him in the casting.  His Master of Elements Title gave him some protection, halving the damage, but even so, just casting the Spell stripped 40 LP from his total. 
A sickly, gray fog poured from his hands, falling upon the earth.  The fog roiled and churned as it swelled into a cloud that filled a cube 20’ long and wide but only 5’ high, moving slowly away from Aranos and toward the lurking charklas.  He shifted his position a bit as he floated, leaning back so that the downdraft of his Flight Spell swirled the Vapors a bit faster, causing them to roll away from him at about double normal speed.  He poured more energy into the Spell, adding more vapors and driving the toxic cloud toward the hidden predators but inflicting 5 more LP damage on himself each second.  Five seconds later, he felt the vapors pass into the space where the two charklas lay hidden.
Instantly, a pair of 7’ long gray cats swirled into being before them, charging through the damaging vapors and leaping at the party.  Their leap started fifteen feet distant, but Aranos could tell it was going to take the attackers right into the center of the party.  From there, they would be able to thrash around, likely poisoning most of the elves before vanishing safely back into mist.
At least, that would have happened, had Saphielle not appeared at Aranos’ side.  Her arm snapped forward, and her spear darted at the closer of the two cats.  The spearhead dug deeply into the charkla’s chest, and with a snarl, the beast dissipated into mist…that sank down into the middle of Aranos’ deadly cloud. 
The second creature’s descent was halted by a sweep of Saphielle’s shield, smashing the cat back into the cloud of vapors.  The moment the shield impacted, the creature vanished into mist and swirled into Aranos’ Spell.  His Mana Sight told him that the two cats vaporous forms were moving away from the party now, heading deeper into his mist.
“Geltheriel, to the rear,” Aranos instructed as he felt a strange tingling in his mind in the direction of the tree.  It took him a moment to realize that was his new Lifesense Skill; apparently, he could feel the cats even when he couldn’t see them.  “Silma, watch the flank.”
Silma barked as a third cat appeared several feet from her.  It crouched and sprang, covering the distance to the fenrin in a single leap, but the wolf dodged nimbly out of its way.  The poisoned spines buried in the creature’s fur prevented Silma from returning its attack, but she kept the charkla occupied with snarls and feigned attacks, dodging its return blows easily. 
“Rhys, ice on the right,” Aranos instructed as his Battlesense told him of the struggle between charkla and fenrin.  Aranos kept concentrating on maintaining his Spell, but the Druid obediently began the gestures of his Ice Shard Spell.  A jagged chunk of ice, looking like nothing more than an oversized icicle, leapt from the Druid’s palm and sliced into the charkla facing Silma.  The cat hissed and sprang away, once again dissipating into mist.
A clang rang out behind them as the last cat encountered Geltheriel’s shield.  He heard a yelp of pain, then a growl of frustration from Geltheriel.  As the cat’s presence vanished from his Battlesense, he realized its misty form had retreated from the Shadedancer’s blade.
This was going to be a battle of attrition, at least for Silma and Geltheriel.  The fenrin couldn’t safely attack the charkla but was dexterous enough to avoid its assaults.  Geltheriel could hurt her opponent, but it seemed like the moment the creatures took damage, they would return to mist form and retreat, hoping to take their enemies with a surprise attack.
Saphielle was having an easier time of it, thanks to his Vapors.  She produced a second spear and was simply focusing on knocking her enemies back into Aranos’ Spell.  Each time they appeared, they looked gaunter and more bedraggled as Aranos’ mist drew the life from them.  He had to keep the Spell active, though, or it would dissipate within a few seconds, which meant that he was constantly taking 5 LP damage each second.  He could maintain the Spell for a while, but watching his health bar slowly shrink in the corner of his vision was, frankly, unnerving.
One of the pair attacking Saphielle crouched to leap, but as it did, it lurched slightly, as if one of its legs was giving out.  Its spring turned into an awkward, tumbling arc, and Saphielle took advantage of that misstep.  Ignoring the second creature, she set her spear against the ground, jamming it against the instep of her armored boot, and aimed the spearhead to intercept the flying charkla.  The creature thrashed and twisted in midair, but it couldn’t stop its leap and came down hard on the spear.  It flashed into vapor, but only for a moment; a second later, the still corpse of the cat lay on the ground below Saphielle’s weapon.
The second cat capitalized on Saphielle’s inattention, though, and ducked under the woman’s shield, leaping onto her left side.  The cat knocked the woman to the ground, scratching and biting, thrashing wildly.  Saphielle struggled to get her shield between herself and the beast, but its larger size and mass made it hard for her to get any leverage.  Aranos felt a moment of panic, but he forced it down and focused on the battle. 
“Rhys, ice on Saphielle!” he shouted, turning to shift his Spell over to their right flank.  At this point, stopping and recasting the Spell would require more SP than simply shifting it.  His mana pool was huge, so he wasn’t in any danger of running out, but not all of his SP could be used for this Spell.  While he had more than 13,000 SP total, only about a tenth of that was void mana.  When he ran out of that, his Spell would run out, also. 
He forced his attention away from Saphielle; he could hear from the sound of claws on armor that she was still grappling it, probably being poisoned at that moment.  He could also hear Rhys casting his Ice Shard Spell, though, so hopefully, within a moment or two, the cat would take damage and retreat into mist.  Instead, Aranos kept his focus on his Spell, turning it toward the space beyond Silma.
The billowing, gray cloud roiled just past the fenrin, who was currently dancing away from her opponent.  Silma glanced at the toxic mists, then suddenly lunged forward, plowing into the snarling charkla.  The big cat, used to the fenrin fighting defensively, was caught off guard by the sudden rush and was pushed back into the confines of the Spell.  It vanished into mist instantly, but Aranos knew that it would be taking damage constantly from the toxic vapors. 
Rhys’ frantic muttering ended, and Aranos concentrated on his Battlesense a bit anxiously, expecting to feel the charkla engaged with Saphielle vanish.  To his shock, the cat simply yelped as the ice shard struck but didn’t dissipate.  Aranos resisted the urge to step in, trusting his companions to handle the beast, and continued pouring SP into his Spell.
The Sorcerer blinked as a large, gray shape tumbled through the air from his left and fell into the cloud of vapors.  Geltheriel suddenly appeared beside Silma, glancing at the big fenrin.  “I will hold these two in the mists,” she said shortly.  “Help Saphielle.”
Silma barked and twisted, leaping away from the fight.  Aranos heard a pained yowl, followed by the clatter of Saphielle scrambling to her feet as the charkla vanished from his Battlesense.  He heaved an inward sigh of relief as he realized that, faced with an attack from the fenrin, the cat had finally retreated.  His Spell wasn’t there to assist the pair anymore, but he was sure that between the two of them, Silma and Saphielle could easily handle the one cat.
Geltheriel was now the one tanking two charklas and keeping them trapped in Aranos’ Spell.  She wasn’t as physically strong as Saphielle, so she couldn’t simply muscle the pair back as the Warrior could.  Instead, she used cunning, agility, and maneuverability to her advantage.  She slipped through the shadows, slamming a cat with her shield and slashing the other with her sword, turning both back into vapor.  As they reformed and pounced, she dodged nimbly and countered with lightning-fast slashes or powerful blows from her shield.  She couldn’t keep the cats as far into the Deadly Vapors as Saphielle could, but she could get them inside more quickly. 
One of the cats leaped slightly too far forward, and Geltheriel responded instantly.  Her blade came down in a deadly slash across the back of its neck, followed by a shadowy copy of the blade.  The creature flashed into mist, but as the shadow blade passed through its body, the mist shivered.  The creature’s body coalesced with twin thumps, its headless corpse gushing blood that looked silver in Aranos’ Night Vision.
Geltheriel smiled as she dodged the next creature’s attack and thrust with her sword.  The charkla swirled into vapor, but it froze as a shadowy clone of the woman’s thrust appeared within it.  Geltheriel held her sword in place as the cat’s body reformed, her blade still buried in its side, then tore the weapon free in a rush of blood.  The cat took a single step, faltered, and dropped to the ground.
Aranos finally released his Spell and nodded to Geltheriel.  “Go finish it.”  The woman nodded back and vanished into shadow.  He turned to see her beside the last charkla, her blade tearing open its throat.  As the creature bled out on the ground, Aranos shook his head and sighed. 
He hadn’t planned that encounter as well as he could have, with what he now knew about the creatures, but he’d laid his plans with the idea that the four cats would each attack individually, not as a cohesive unit.  He could almost see what their intended strategy was: the ones in front would continue to attack and retreat as vapor, holding their attention, allowing the ones at the flank and rear to infiltrate the group as vapor, appear suddenly in their midst, and poison most of them.  Once they were all poisoned, the creatures could toy with them, waiting until the venom did its work. 
Had he not been able to see the creatures, that plan might even have worked, although he doubted it.  Since they knew that they were facing four charklas and that the creatures could turn into vapor, they’d have been watchful for the second pair.  Still, it was a cunning enough strategy, far too cunning for a mismatched group of lone hunters to have been able to use it. 
Aranos shook off his thoughts; he’d think about that later, after they’d all gotten healed.  He hadn’t taken a single hit, but with the LP he’d lost to the Deadly Vapors Spell, he was down below 50%, and he was pretty certain at least some of the others were poisoned.
He felt a warmth spread through him as his health bar began to rise in the corner of his vision.  He glanced over at Rhys and nodded a quick thanks for the healing Spell; he was back over 50%, and even with his admittedly low LP regen rate, he’d be fully healed in about a minute and a half.   That gave him time to take care of something else important: he needed to try mending a soul.




Chapter 2

Aranos closed his eyes and reached out for the first time with his Soulmending Skill.  His probing tendril touched the soul of the charkla closest to him, guided by his Lifesense.  He felt the creature’s pain and rage, but he also felt a wave of confusion; something about this had surprised the charkla, and he idly wondered if it might have to do with how the cats were attacking as a cohesive unit.  He put that thought aside, though, and sent waves of comfort and calm down his tendril, easing the pain of the creature.  Power flowed from him into the cat, and as he felt its pain and terror fade, a greater rush of energy returned to him.  The new energy swirled into his body, settling somewhere within him that didn’t feel like it was a part of his spirals; he’d have to investigate that later.
The process took longer than he’d thought it would, and Aranos could only Soulmend one other charkla before his Lifesense told him the others’ souls had departed.  Still, that gave him almost 40 Soul Points, which was enough to add a single point to his Mental Stats.  It wasn’t much, but now that he couldn’t train his Wis and Int very well, every point counted.
“Okay, who’s poisoned?” he asked quietly, opening his eyes at last to see the others staring at him.  He shook his head.  “I’ll explain later.  For right now, who needs an antidote?”  As he spoke, he reached into his pack and withdrew several herbs, wincing as he saw everyone raise their hands while Silma barked.  Aranos wasn’t really surprised that most of the party was poisoned.  Saphielle, of course, had been grappling with the charkla, and Silma had bull-rushed one.  Geltheriel must have gotten poisoned when she flung her opponent into the mist near Silma; none of those surprised him.  Rhys tentatively clearing his throat, though, caught the Sorcerer off-guard.
“Wait, how did you get poisoned?” he asked the Druid in disbelief.  “Did one of them get past Saphielle or Silma when I wasn’t looking?”
Saphielle snorted.  “The foolish Druid panicked when his Spells were not dislodging the charkla from me and tried to attack it with his club.  Of course, this merely resulted in his getting bitten by the creature and knocked to the ground.”
“It left Saphielle and attacked you?” Aranos asked, still incredulous.  The Warrior had several Abilities that encouraged enemies to focus their aggression on her, and he couldn’t believe that the cat had shrugged those off.
“Oh, no,” the Druid grumbled.  “She kicked me.  That is the reason I fell.  I am deciding if I will forgive her.”
“I kicked you because you were hitting me with your ridiculous weapon as often as you were striking the charkla, and the blow was well deserved.  Next time, keep to your Spells and let others far more capable – such as Silma, who dislodged that creature in an instant – handle combat.”
Rhys cleared his throat and looked at Aranos, who eyed him archly.  This had been an issue long before, but the Druid had seemingly come to terms with his role as a healer and secondary magical support.  “She is not entirely incorrect,” Rhys admitted.  “I was not attempting to fight it, though, Liberator.  I was hoping that it would turn its focus to me for a moment, as I knew that a single instant of inattention on its part would allow the Lieutenant to deal with it.  It was, as she said, somewhat foolish, and I have learned from it.”
Aranos nodded silently and knelt at the edge of the clearing, forging a mortar and pestle out of mana and using them to grind his leaves into a paste.  He added a few seeds to the mixture, crushing them into the sweet-smelling concoction, then added the whole to his waterskin.  He shook it up, making sure that it was well-mixed, and handed the skin to Rhys with a smile.  Herbalism was his highest-ranked Skill at Master 4, and while Herbalism itself wasn’t a magical process – that was what separated it from Alchemy – his unnaturally high Skill level allowed him to create medicines that were almost magical.
“That should take care of any toxins in your system,” he told the Druid.   “Take one swallow, then pass it around.”  The Druid gratefully accepted the flask and took a large gulp from it, handing it to Saphielle afterward. 
The Warrior looked at the skin with distaste and produced a rag.  As she wiped the spout of the waterskin clean, she glared critically at the Druid.  “Observe, Druid, how it is customary to share a waterskin with comrades.”  She tilted her head back and poured the liquid into her open mouth, taking a large swallow without ever letting the spout touch her lips.  “This will be important for you to know, as water will likely be scarce upon the High Roads, and we will no doubt be rationing and sharing it as we travel.” 
“Forgive me,” the Druid replied wryly.  “As I can call water with a Spell freely, I have never been in the position of needing to share it, nor do I think it will be as dire as you predict so long as I am present.  However, if you would prefer to share a waterskin rather than allow me to fill each daily, that is certainly your choice.”
“That sounds like a useful Spell, Druid,” Geltheriel said calmly as she took the waterskin from Saphielle and poured some of the liquid into Silma’s waiting mouth before handing it back to Aranos.  “I wonder, though, how such a thing works.  I have seen from the Spells my Oathbinder casts that magically created water does not last long before vanishing.  How do you bind the liquid permanently into existence?”
The Druid shook his head.  “You would be correct, if the Spell merely created water, Shadedancer.  It is fortunate, then, that the magic is designed to draw water from all around – the air, the land, even the plants nearby – and simply concentrates that water into whatever location I choose.”
Aranos snorted as he realized the point Geltheriel was making.  “That’s clever, Rhys, but what if the land is hardened stone and there aren’t any plants nearby?  You know, like how it’ll probably be on the High Road?  Can your Spell pull enough liquid from the air alone for all of us to drink?”
“No…no, it could not, Liberator,” the tall man admitted.  “You all raise valid points that I had not considered.”
Aranos shrugged.  “This is going to be a new experience for us all, really, so we’re all going to have to be open to new things.  The more things like this that we can think of beforehand, the easier this trip is going to be.” 
He turned and faced the grim, towering form of the jubokko tree before them.  These trees, he had learned, were once the patriarchs of the forest, before the Feast of Virnal had left most of the Lands of Light nothing more than a Corrupted wasteland.  Force-fed blood and agony until the tree became dependent on life energy for its existence, the jubokko now spread the Blight through some mechanism that Aranos hadn’t quite deduced, yet.  He knew that the Blight drew life and vitality away from the forest, funneling that energy through the earth into the jubokkos, but that wasn’t the entirety of the process, since that would have simply left ground that was dry, sterile, and barren of life.
Instead, the Blight didn’t just drain life energy away; it replaced it with something dark and foul: Corruption.  Somehow, these trees were converting the vital energies of the forest into a Corrupted essence that insidiously soaked into the soil and steadily eroded the surrounding plant life.  He wasn’t sure how that worked, exactly; at first, he’d thought that Corruption was a parasitic process, but he’d come to realize that it was actually a conversion of sorts.  Corruption, as best as he could tell, was how the Darkness converted the Light into itself.  When it happened to a person, the process was highly disruptive and weakened them considerably – at first.  Once the conversion was complete, though, the Corrupted individual was empowered significantly, becoming something that was generally much more powerful than they had been before.
While Aranos didn’t know how the Corruption worked, he had managed to develop a Spell to undo it.  It was an Ascended Spell, one that transcended the normal limits of magic, and like his other Ascended Spells, it wasn’t something he had truly, consciously created.  It was a construct of emotion, desire, and will that he didn’t really understand, but somehow, it worked. 
Taking a deep breath, he glanced at his companions.  “I’m going to try to Redeem the grove,” he told them seriously.  “Silma, stay alert for anything that tries to interfere.  Everyone else, please keep that thing off me.”  Silma sent him a silent message of understanding, and the others nodded their agreement.  They knew from experience that the Corrupted tree was not going to respond well to what was about to happen to it, and that Aranos was going to be completely immersed in his Spell.
He walked into the grove, reaching out with his magical senses toward the towering tree.  The massive bole felt dark and repulsive in his mind, as if it was filled with a kind of energy that was wholly inimical to him.  As he neared it, though, he could sense the pain and rage radiating from the tree, and he knew that this jubokko, at least, was not sleeping.  It was awake, aware…and it had been waiting for them.
Roots erupted from the earth as the jubokko’s branches burst into frenzied activity.  Aranos felt a heavy impact as one of the roots tore through the soil right in front of him, slamming into his chest.  Fortunately, his Composite Armor easily took the impact – currently, the Armor could absorb thousands of LP damage before failing – and he bounced off Saphielle rather than falling to the earth. 
The Warrior didn’t even seem to take notice of him as her shield rose to block a massive branch that slammed down toward the party.  She’d discarded her spear and had drawn a sword with a wide, heavy blade and an elongated handle.  It looked like it should be used with two hands, but the powerful guardswoman swept it about easily, chopping through roots and hacking deep into branches.
Aranos started to gather his mana to defend the others but stopped, allowing the power to drain away.  Compassionate Renewal couldn’t be used during combat; like his other Ascended Spells, it required him to be in a specific emotional state to cast it.  In this case, he had to feel pity, sadness, and a genuine desire to Redeem the place he was casting the Spell.  If he was feeling threatened, angry, or aggressive, the Spell would fail, and he didn’t really want to know what would happen if it did.  Normal Spell backlash was pretty rough; he assumed the backlash from an Ascended Spell would be deadly.
He walked closer to the tree, ignoring the roots that reached for him and entwined around his Armor.  They wrapped tightly about him, holding him fast, and he could feel the tendrils scraping against his conjured protection as they sought to drain him of his blood and life.  Rather than fighting, he relaxed in their grip and closed his eyes, turning his thoughts inward.
He reached out once more, connecting to the jubokko, feeling its anguish and hatred.  He could sense the tree’s lust for his life, for the blood of his companions.  It needed their pain, their fear, simply to exist, and it hated everything…even its own existence.  A pang of sorrow swept through the Sorcerer as he thought of the terrors inflicted on this ancient creature and the tortured existence it had to lead, and a surge of glowing power ignited within him.
The golden energy rushed from his center, the place where his mana spiraled and twisted, and surged into the roots that were even now crushing his magical armor.  He could feel the cracks forming in his protection as more and more of the tendrils entwined around him, squeezing inexorably, but he ignored the impending danger and concentrated on the energy rushing out of him and into the hate-filled tree. 
The jubokko shrieked silently in pain and terror as the power rolled out of him, sinking into the earth and pouring into the plant’s roots.  The tendrils entwining him convulsed sharply, and he felt his armor crack and shift in the tree’s grip.  Aranos gave that no thought; his entire being was focused on the victim of Corruption before him.  Power continued to surge from him, racing up the tree’s roots and into the mighty trunk.  Aranos could feel the unhealthy fungi and parasites burning as gleaming flames crawled up the tree, leaving behind healthy bark and living wood. 
The roots entrapping him seized once more, and pain lanced through him as his Composite Armor shattered.  The tendrils tightened about him instantly, and he could see his LP bar, already draining from the Spell, fall even more rapidly.  He paid it no mind; the power of his Renewal had reached the jubokko’s crown, and as it crackled into the branches, he could feel sprigs of new leaves unfurling and bursting from the tips.  The jubokko screamed silently one, last time, and Aranos heard a far-distant shriek of rage that teased the edge of his mind. 
Despite the agony that coursed through Aranos’ body as the roots continued to crush him, cracking bones and squeezing his organs, Aranos smiled.  He was certain that scream, wordlessly threatening the vilest sorts of retribution to the one that had stolen away its minion, was the Darkness itself, and underneath its threats and imprecations, he could sense its fear.  He was reclaiming what had been lost, and eventually, others would begin to do the same.  The Darkness knew that, and its rage and hatred were only masks for its own terror.
As the power finally slowed and stilled within him, Aranos felt the roots encasing him slip away and return to the now-fertile earth.  He collapsed to the ground, his entire body in agony.  Every breath was torment, and he coughed up sprays of blood with each one.  His stomach and chest were on fire, and none of his limbs seemed to be pointing in the right direction. 
He glanced at his LP bar and blinked incredulously, realizing that it hovered at a single point.  His eyes narrowed at that; the Compassionate Renewal Spell drained him of 90% of his LP.  The idea that the roots had done exactly enough damage to him to bring him to a single point of health after that 90% drain seemed far-fetched; that was a nearly impossible coincidence. 
He turned to the others and instantly realized that, in fact, that single remaining point of health hadn’t been a coincidence at all.  Saphielle was down on a single knee, her helmet off, blood staining her armor and chin.  One arm was wrapped around her ribs, the other was pressed to the ground, and her face was twisted in pain.  Aranos tried to reach for her, but the movement caused a spike of pain to rage through his shattered arm.  He glanced at his status and saw a whole list of debuffs, from broken arms and legs to internal bleeding, and he suddenly realized why he was still alive: somehow, Saphielle was absorbing the damage, keeping him from dropping to zero LP.
“Heal him, Druid,” the woman muttered through gritted teeth as another trickle of blood rolled out from her lips.  “My health is not inexhaustible.”
Rhys scrambled over to Aranos’ side, and the Sorcerer felt waves of gentle energy roll through his body.  The agony in his limbs and chest dimmed to dull, throbbing aches.  The stabbing pain in his middle eased, and he took a deep, shuddering breath, glorying in the relief from torment.  His LP bar rose slowly, passing 10% and 20%, at which point the last of the tearing pains subsided to a muted ache. 
“That’s good,” Aranos told the Druid, struggling to a sitting position.  “Go take care of Saphielle, now, please.”  Rhys nodded and moved over to place his hands on the battered woman.  As her face relaxed and her breathing eased, Aranos felt a tension he hadn’t even known was there flow from him.
“What was that?” he asked Saphielle a bit aggressively.  “I’ve never seen you use that Ability before!”
“I did not possess the Sacrificial Shield Ability before, so it is no wonder that you have not seen me using it, Redeemer,” the woman replied calmly.  “It is a new Ability granted to me by my Advanced Class.”
Aranos blinked, surprised.  “Wait, you got an Advanced Class?  When?  What is it?”
“If you learned the Inspection Skill, you would know the answers to both of those questions, would you not?  The first I will answer: I reached level ten after our defeat of House Exxidor, and thanks to my actions at your side, I was able to take a Class that is relatively rare.  As to what that Class is…learn Inspection, and you will see.”
Aranos sighed as Rhys snorted in quiet laughter.  “Fine, fine, I’ll learn it as we travel.  Are you seriously not going to tell me until then?”
“You obviously require motivation, and hopefully curiosity will serve as such.  Oh, and while I know you could demand this information from your Oathbound, I am trusting you not to do so.”
Aranos grunted; he had been considering it, to be honest, but he decided it wasn’t worth the argument.  Instead, he hefted himself to his feet, grateful that he could even do so, since typically, the Compassionate Renewal Spell left him utterly exhausted.  One benefit of his Advanced Sorcerer Ascendant Class, though, was that he would occasionally be able to reduce or ignore some of the side effects of casting his Ascended Spells.  In this case, rather than receiving the Exhausted debuff, which would have made it impossible for him to perform any physical or mental activity for an hour, he only had the Fatigued 2 penalty.  That slowed his LP regeneration and would have impacted his Stamina, if he had any.  Fortunately, he didn’t, so the debuff wasn’t a big deal to him.
Still, he was tired, badly wounded, and needed some time to rest and heal.  “I need to meditate for a bit,” he told the others wearily.  “I think Saphielle could use some rest, too.  Can you give me an hour or so?”
“An hour is of no moment, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel spoke up.  “Silma and I will stand guard, as the Druid will certainly be occupied with this new rebirth.”  Indeed, Rhys was kneeling on the ground next to the tree, intently examining a patch of odd, purplish flowers.  “I will instruct the Avenger to spend some time recuperating, as well.”
Aranos sighed and slumped down, his back to the tree.  He closed his eyes and willed himself into his mindscape, sighing in relief as he stretched luxuriously in the silence of his mind.  Fortunately, pain was vastly muted in the mindscape, so his injuries were nothing but a distant, nagging sensation that he could easily ignore.
He glanced around the mindscape, wondering how he could spend his time.  With the Fatigued debuff, he couldn’t craft Spells or work on his spirals; either of those would keep the debuff from fading and basically waste his time here.  Really, he only had two options: working on Skills or looking over the information Lorsan had given him earlier about his House.  Sighing, he realized he should probably do both and pulled up the notification he’d received earlier when he’d glanced at the list of buildings:
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Quest Offered: A House United 1
Grow your noble House to the next Rank
Objective: Improve your House Rank to Young.
Difficulty: B
Reward: 2,500 XP, Improved Reputation for your House
Failure Condition: Lose your Noble Title before increasing your Rank
Failure Penalty: Decreased reputation in elven lands
This is a mandatory Quest and must be accepted
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Aranos blinked as he read it; he hadn’t known that he could lose his Title, although he guessed it stood to reason.  If someone could be elevated to the nobility, then it made sense that they could be cast out, as well.  He guessed that was one more reason to keep up his reputation with the elves, and maybe to seek out some allies.
Dismissing the notification – he was planning to grow the House anyway, and the rewards offered for the Quest weren’t that significant to him anymore – he pulled up his House screen and a list of his current structures, glancing at Lorsan’s list for comparison:
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House Evenshade Structures
Structures marked with an asterisk (*) are currently unworked and non-functional.  Structures marked with an exclamation point (!) are unusable, due to Path, Rank, or other changes.
Keeps: 
Manor House
Grand Hall
Common Structures:
Archery Field
Barracks x2*
Family House x3
Farm x5****
Guest House x3**
Servant Quarters x2*
Stable x2*
Training Field
Warehouse x2*
Uncommon Structures:
Armory*
Enchanter’s Workshop*
Goldsmithy*
Grand Hall
Library*
Mage Tower*
Meditation Suite
Treasury
Rare Structures
Crystal Garden!
Dueling Arena!
Runecrafting Workshop!
Mana Concentrator!
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Aranos went through the list of buildings, pulling up a description of each one and making mental notes.  Four of his five farms, he saw, were unworked, and Lorsan had recommended Aranos only keep two of them and trash the rest.  Apparently, each farm brought in enough food to feed 75 people, so two would carry him for a while.  He’d also recommended destroying one of the warehouses, two of the guest houses, both stables, and one of the barracks, which would leave him with twelve Common buildings.  After reading through the descriptions, Aranos agreed and selected those building to be destroyed.
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Warning!
You are about to destroy 9 Structures!
Destroying these structures will return 50% of the invested resources and Construction Points.  You will receive:
76 Construction Points
191 Units of Timber
114 Units of Ore
38 Units of Stone
38 Units of Glass
Once destroyed, these structures can only be restored by building new ones. 
Do you wish to proceed? (Yes/No)
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Aranos selected “Yes” and watched as his Construction Points and Resources shot up.  However, his maintenance costs had only dropped to 9 Construction Points from 11; looking more closely, it looked like each Common building only cost about a fifth of a Construction Point per week to maintain, so losing nine hadn’t helped much.
He turned to the Uncommon structures, next.  To his surprise, Lorsan had recommended that he get rid of the Armory and Goldsmithy, but Aranos wasn’t sure about that.  He had the Goldsmithing Skill, and he was sure that other Travelers would pick it up and want to use it.  He decided to keep that one, at least for the time being.  After reading the description of the Armory, though, he agreed with Lorsan’s judgment: it allowed him to field a 25% larger military force and gave combat bonuses to soldiers defending his territory, but with so few people, if Aranos found himself in a pitched battle with another House, he’d probably already lost.  His magical prowess and personal reputation were what was keeping his House safe right now, not strength of arms.
Of course, at some point, that might change, he realized.  You’ll either need to build some sort of standing army, hire one, or ally yourself with someone who can do it for you.  The first option would probably be the safest but would take a prohibitively long time.  The second option would be the fastest – in fact, that was part of what Durlan was doing for him – but also the least reliable.  Typically, soldiers who fought for gold could also be convinced not to fight for even more gold.  Which means that I’ll need to start trying to forge some alliances at some point, he thought a bit grimly.  Maybe I should grab a Diplomacy Skill book from Durlan before I leave, as well.  Politics.  Yay.
He turned his thoughts back to the list in front of him and the last group of buildings to consider.  The Rare buildings were the ones that he felt he really needed to investigate more closely, anyway.  They were probably more powerful than the Common and Uncommon structures, but they also had a higher upkeep of about a Construction Point per week, and he was certain they’d give him more resources when destroyed. 
The Crystal Garden, it seemed, actually grew the mana crystals he had found.  It also produced crystals very slowly, so if he destroyed it, he’d have to wait a long time to be able to harvest more if he rebuilt one.  The Dueling Arena he didn’t care about; he wasn’t going to be a Duelist, and he wasn’t going to encourage that in others.  PvP, or Player-versus-Player was a fun aspect of the game, sometimes, but it wasn’t his favorite part.  The Mana Concentrator was supposed to be an aid for spell-casting and Stat training, since it produced an area of higher-than-normal mana a Wizard could work within, but Aranos had a Perk – Mana Well – that basically made him a high-concentration area of mana without help.  He didn’t know if the building’s effects and his Perk would stack, but he suspected they probably wouldn’t.
The Runecrafting Workshop gave him pause.  It wasn’t functional right now and wouldn’t be at least until he’d ranked up his House, but it looked like it gave significant bonuses to Runecrafting done within its walls.  That seemed like something perfect for him, but as he thought about it, he realized that it really wasn’t.  His High Enchantment Skill used Runecrafting and Enchanting in combination; did he want to Runecraft an object in one building and then take it to another to Enchant it, just to get a bonus of – he glanced back at the Enchanter’s Workshop description – 15% when he already had bonuses of almost 100% to those?  Not really, and while other people might get some utility from the two buildings, he could always rebuild them later if necessary.
Deciding, he selected the Armory, Enchanter’s Workshop, Dueling Arena, Runecrafting Workshop, and Mana Concentrator to destroy:
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Warning!
You are about to destroy 5 Structures!
Destroying these structures will return 50% of the invested resources and Construction Points.  You will receive:
380 Construction Points
792 Units of Timber
411 Units of Ore
350 Units of Stone
175 Units of Glass
88 Units of Crystal
87 Units of Quicksilver
Once destroyed, these structures can only be restored by building new ones. 
Do you wish to proceed? (Yes/No)
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He selected “Yes” and stared at his new total of 456 Construction Points.  His maintenance had dropped to six points per week, meaning he was now gaining three points per week in profit, but he wasn’t worried about that; with the huge pool he now had, he figured he was set for a while.  Running the numbers in his head, he estimated that each Uncommon building had cost about 60 Construction Points, while each Common one only cost around 20.  He still had sufficient buildings to go to the next level, so it was probably smarter just to hoard those points for right now and use them for Rare buildings once he’d ranked the House up.
Idly, he scanned through the list of buildings, noting that for the moment, he could only reproduce ones that he already had.  He recalled that Lorsan said he needed blueprints if he wanted to build other buildings; he assumed there was a place he could buy Common and maybe even Uncommon ones, but he assumed Rare or rarer blueprints would be hard to find.  That meant that, even if he wanted to, he couldn’t rebuild the Enchanter’s Workshop or Runecrafting Workshop right now, but he was okay with that.  If House Exxidor had built them, then they must have had blueprints for them, which meant Aranos could get a copy somehow.  Heck, he might even have those blueprints already, if they’d been left behind by the former House.
Either way, he was done fussing with his House for a bit.  He checked his clock and realized he’d been occupied for about half of his allotted hour; reading all of the building descriptions and dithering about which buildings to destroy and which to keep had kept him busy for longer than he’d thought.  That meant he could work on two Skills before he needed to head back up; he decided to practice Arcane Lore and Carving.  The first would be useful almost immediately, while the second was something he really needed to practice.  He had a couple of pieces of Exotic rarity wood in his Storage Bag, and he wanted to be able to make something with them at some point.  His Herbalism Skill told him what properties the rare leaves, flowers, and fruits he’d gathered possessed, but he needed to level up Carving to learn more about what was possible with the wood.
He cracked open the new Skill book on Arcane Lore and found himself within a dusty library.  A wizened, old dwarf woman spent days teaching him how to research arcane materials, the use of quill and ink to copy fading texts, and the basics of transcribing magical formulae.  He spent hours reading about magical theory, much of which he already had a basic but admittedly incomplete understanding of, and learned how to recognize the auras radiated by different types of magical effects.
His Carving training had him crafting simple wooden sculptures from softer woods, like pine and cedar, as well as learning about the attributes of various wood types.  His instructor, a middle-aged male gnome named Laris, continually interspersed his instruction with various stories of how famous gnomes had used different wood types for fantastic creations.  Laris was a fantastic carver and carpenter, but he seemed far too focused on his idea that gnomes were inherently superior to other races when it came to crafting.  As Aranos finally exited the book’s memories, he heard a distant voice shout, “Gnomes rule!”
He blinked as he glanced around his mindscape; his hour was up, but he’d technically asked for an hour “or so”.  That meant that, if he wanted, he could take a little more time here; he doubted they were going to do much more hunting that night, anyways, so a few extra minutes wouldn’t matter.  At least, he hoped it wouldn’t, since he’d come to feel that his mindscape, while larger and more useful than it had been, simply didn’t feel “homey” enough for him.  He wanted to spend some time working on the space, which would also improve his Instinctive Meditation Skill – and that would boost pretty much every one of his casting attributes.
Decided, he channeled off a small bit of the energy coming into his spirals and poured it into his mindscape, willing the space to grow slightly.  At the same time, he re-imagined the walls fading, being replaced with stands of tall, majestic evergreen trees.  The floor shifted from wood to clean, fresh-smelling loam, and the ceiling overhead vanished, replaced with a clear, blue sky complete with a brightly shining sun.  Finally, he collapsed the glass pillar into a pool of rainbow-hued mana that glowed only dimly in the bright sunlight.  The grove was filled with the songs of birds and the hum of insects that didn’t really exist – creating living creatures was impossible in the mindscape, but making ambient noise was certainly doable – and a soft, gentle breeze swirled the scent of pine throughout the room.
Aranos glanced around, satisfied.  Before, he’d mostly improved his Instinctive Meditation by expanding the size of his mindscape – doing so placed more of the part of his mind that controlled his magic under his conscious control, and at the same time it allowed him to bring more focus to bear on his mana hourglasses when he was casting Spells – but now, he wanted to try a qualitative rather than quantitative change to see what effect that would have.  Once the changes were complete, though, he poured energy into growing the grove that his mindscape had become. 
As the trees receded and new grass and flowers rose in their wake, a shadowy figure emerged at the very edge of his mindscape.  Aranos froze as the hazy image slowly sharpened, gaining solidity and coherence as the tree-line slid farther away from it.  At last, the figure gained clarity, resolving itself into a wizened, ancient elf woman with white hair, wearing simple robes, and bearing an expression that seemed both irritable and wise at the same time.
“Lythienne?” Aranos breathed, feeling a pulse of excitement race through him.  The woman whose image stood before him had been his trainer and mentor when he first came to this world; she’d taught him how to use his power, how to craft Spells, and most of all, how to become a truly great Sorcerer.  Imagination, passion, and courage, he chanted to himself silently.  He’d tried hard to have all of those things; he knew that he didn’t always succeed, but he never ceased trying.
Lythienne, the Last Sorcerer, was dead now, killed by his hand, freed of the Corruption and madness she’d given herself to.  Still, as her last act, she’d left him a series of lessons, buried somewhere within his mindscape.  He had no idea when they would appear or how the woman had placed them to show up only when they were useful, but the last one had been instrumental in teaching him how to aspect his mana.
“Well, child, you have grown if you are seeing this lesson,” the dry voice said warmly, her face turned toward him.  “If you have reached this point, you have unlocked many of the primary and composite forms of mana and are now ready to learn about Enhanced ones.  You have also likely been terribly frustrated trying to tease Enhanced mana out of your mana patterns, have you not?”
Aranos opened his mouth to reply but quickly snapped it shut.  Lythienne was gone; this was only a recorded image, a virtual lesson of sorts for him.  It couldn’t respond to anything he said and would follow whatever script Lythienne had given it.
“I thought as much,” the image chuckled, as if he had answered.  “Do not fret, child.  Every Sorcerer faces this same difficulty when they first try to unlock Enhanced mana.  And with good reason: no matter how well or how long you search your mana pool, you will never discover Enhanced mana, for it does not exist there.
“Primary mana, as you know, comes from without.  It is drawn from the world into your mana patterns, where it is separated and can be used to power your Spells.  Enhanced mana comes not from the world, but from within the Sorcerer, as each Enhanced aspect reflects an inherent part of the Sorcerer’s existence.  It is tied to your body, your mind, and your Stats; you draw it from yourself, not from without.
“There are but five Enhanced aspects: Mind, Nature, Soul, Spatial, and Spirit.  Each is tied to a specific Stat and a specific part of existence.  Unlocking these is not merely a matter of finding the mana within you; you must also have developed that part of your existence and be knowledgeable and capable in it.  This means that you must have at least a score of 50 in the relevant Stat and must possess ranks of a specific Skill, usually an Adept ranking at minimum.”
Aranos willed his chair to move over to him and sat down in it, mentally taking notes as the image spoke.  That explains why I could never find any other mana types, he realized silently.  It’s not that they’re part of the life aspect and have to be teased out of it; they’re part of life in general and have to be discovered independently.
“Mind mana,” the image was speaking, “deals, appropriately enough, with the mind and intellect.  It is a subtle but potent magic, as by affecting the thoughts of another, a Sorcerer can confound their senses, guide their behaviors, and even alter their memories.  It is tied to the Intelligence Stat, and its use requires being an Adept in either the Diplomacy Skill or in the Lore of a specific race. 
“Nature mana focuses on the Sorcerer’s body and the bodies of all living things.  It can heal, grow, improve, or destroy living creatures but affects simpler organisms such as plants far more profoundly than complex ones like humanoids.  It is tied to the Strength and Endurance Stats, and to touch it one must be an Adept in Herbalism or Natural Lore.
“Soul mana, as you might guess, affects the souls of living creatures, although it is most useful in touching a Sorcerer’s own soul, as the souls of others can be difficult to perceive, much less affect.  It is a malleable and highly transmutable form of energy and can be used to empower other Spells.  Soul mana is tied to the Wisdom aspect and requires intense self-knowledge; a Sorcerer must be an Adept in Meditation or Mystic Lore to unlock it.”
Aranos was furiously taking notes, trying to see which if any of these aspects he could already unlock.  Soul mana seemed like a good bet; he already had a Skill that seemed related, his Wisdom was high, and he was an Expert in Instinctive Meditation.  That meant that, theoretically, he should be able to unlock that aspect…if he could figure out how.
“Spatial mana concerns this world, and the Sorcerer’s connection to it,” Lythienne continued.  “It deals with the fundamental forces of this world, such as magnetism and gravity, and at its most potent can change the nature of space itself.  It is tied to both Agility and Dexterity, as it describes how well your body interacts with the world, and its practitioners must be both precise and dexterous to deftly weave the fabric of space.  Those who wish to master this aspect must be Adepts at either Arcane Lore or Runecrafting.
“Finally, Spirit mana deals with the caster’s connection to other worlds and other realms.  Each of us have existences in many worlds simultaneously; through spirit magic, connections to these worlds may be made and objects or creatures from beyond may be brought here – or banished from our world.  It is tied to the Perception Stat – those who would use it must be able to sense the worlds beyond ours – and it requires one to be Adept-ranked in Spell Channeling or Divine Lore…”
The image continued, discussing how each aspect felt, different uses for it, and the dangers of using such powerful mana.  Since these aspects were tied directly to some part of his existence in Ka, Aranos could hurt himself at a fundamental level by overusing them or misusing them.  He could temporarily or even permanently drain his Stats, if he wasn’t careful, if not kill himself outright.
The time flew by, and at last, the image ceased speaking and Aranos leaned back in his chair, overwhelmed.  He wasn’t even close to being able to unlock some of these aspects; not only were his Physical Stats insufficient for most, the Skills he needed for the Mind aspect, at least, weren’t nearly where they needed to be.  That meant that Aranos would be stopping by Durlan’s and picking up a couple more Skill books after all, if he could; he knew Durlan had one for Diplomacy, but he doubted there was one for Elven Lore.  After all, for the elves, that was just history.
Apparently, most Sorcerers and Wizards learned and mastered a single type of Enhanced mana, or two at the most.  Lythienne had mastered three: mind, soul, and nature.  The requirements were simply too stringent for most casters, even Wizards; using Enhanced mana in Wizard Spells required the same qualifications that it did for Sorcerers, and some Spells had far more restrictive constraints placed upon them, just as having the minimum requirements to use an Enhanced aspect didn’t allow a Sorcerer to instantly craft powerful Spells from it.
Aranos glanced at his clock and realized that he’d gone way over his requested hour; he didn’t think anyone would gainsay him the additional rest, but if they did want to do more hunting tonight, they would need to get moving.  Almost reluctantly, he willed himself to rise from his mindscape and return to the bleak night of the Blightlands.
As he rose from his meditation and opened his eyes, he found himself blinking at the unexpected light cascading around him.  Surprised, he glanced up at the newly Redeemed tree towering over him, the source of that radiance.  It looked to be a type of pine with brass-colored needles; in the darkness, they glowed with a warm radiance that washed out his Night Vision as effectively as sunlight.  The bark of the tree was a deep, coppery brown and looked like it had been etched with esoteric runes and swirls of brighter gold.  He rose awkwardly to his feet and placed his hand on the rough bark; immediately, his Herbalism Skill kicked in and identified the monarch towering above them.
“Oilarie,” he said aloud, running his hand gently along the trunk.  “Eternal Sun in the human tongue.  The needles can be used to remove most curses and debuffs, its bark makes an excellent poultice for wounds, and the pollen is mildly toxic to most creatures of the Dark.”  As he spoke, he could sense the joy and gratitude from the tree, finally freed of its long nightmare.  He sent it a silent request, and in response, a nearby branch sloughed off with a low crack, dropping to the ground next to the Sorcerer.  Aranos sent the tree a flash of gratitude; his Carving Skill wasn’t quite up to working with this rare wood, but he could certainly make use of the bark and needles, and he quickly placed the branch in his Storage Bag.
Rhys walked wonderingly over to the tree, laying his palm on it exactly as Aranos had.  “Yes, this is one of the blessed oilarie,” he echoed.  “Do you know, Liberator, that the wood of this tree is what almost all Elven cities are built from?  It is flexible, incredibly durable, easy to work if you know the secret – which I do not, sadly – and when covered with the proper resin it is almost impossible to burn.  Since the loss of this species to the Feast, we have been unable to effect repairs or grow any of our cities.  This…this is a gift without price.”
“I’m sure the tree will let you take some cuttings if you ask,” Aranos nodded to the Druid.  “Maybe you can replant it in the forests near Eredain, the way you did with the narbrethil.”
“I will certainly make the request, and I am sure it will not mind when I explain why I am asking,” Rhys smiled.  “I have no doubt that it would prefer to have more of its kind nearby!”  He closed his eyes and fell into a silent communion with the tree, leaving Aranos to his thoughts.
The Sorcerer turned away from the tree and sat down beside Geltheriel, who was looking up into the daylit branches of the tree.  “I am glad to see you have recovered, Oathbinder,” the woman said quietly, glancing at him as he sat.  “Although beneath these boughs, it was certain you would recover quickly.  All have heard of the healing light of the oilarie.”
Aranos frowned.  “I didn’t get that from my Herbalism Skill,” he observed.  “Does the light really promote healing?”
“Who among us would truly know?  These trees are but legends to the elves, now, and much of what I know stems from tales I heard as a child.  Then, it was said that beneath its gleaming canopy it is always noon on a summer day, no matter how dark the night.”
“What do you think of the stories, now that you’ve seen one?” he asked with a smile.
“They do not do it justice, of course.  The light of the oilarie is bright but cool and cleansing.  It welcomes rather than stifles.  I remember wondering about that as a child on an exceptionally hot day and thinking that, maybe, it would be nice to be near the tree but not directly beneath it.”
“Well, you can change the stories, now,” he told her with a short laugh.
“Indeed,” she agreed.  A moment later, she looked at him directly.  “However, that is not what we should be speaking of right now.  There is a more important topic at hand, something that you have apparently overlooked.”
Aranos froze, his mind casting about for what the woman might be referring to.  He wasn’t worried about setting a watch; the Redeemed Ground here would repel most creatures of Darkness, and Silma would alert them to any that braved the light of the oilarie to approach.  He and Saphielle had healed just fine, and everyone had been cured of their poison…
“Okay, I can’t think of anything,” he admitted after several moments.  “What did I overlook?”
Geltheriel shook her head.  “Saphielle,” she said gently.  “She saved your life, Oathbinder.”
“Yeah, I guess she did.  I mean, I would have respawned anyway, but I don’t know what would have happened if I’d run out of LP in the middle of the Spell.  Probably something bad.  Plus, no death debuffs or XP loss, so that’s a positive.”
“And yet, you have not yet thanked her, nor even spoken of your appreciation for her selflessness.  You saw what it cost her to do so, and there was no true need for it; as you said, you would be reborn.  Still, she put herself through that pain to help you Redeem this miraculous tree.  Certainly, that merits some form of gratitude?”
Aranos instantly felt ashamed as he realized that Geltheriel was right.  In fact, not only had he not thanked the woman for keeping him alive, he’d immediately focused on her new Ability and Class.  No wonder she didn’t want to tell him about it; he’d kind of been a jerk. 
“You’re right, and I’ll take care of that right now,” Aranos nodded, placing his hand on the woman’s shoulder.  “Although, first, I guess I should tell you that I got a new Skill earlier today.  Well, more than one, but only two that matter.  One of them is Leadership, and I was wondering if you’d be willing to make me Party Leader, since…”
Before the sentence could finish, a notification began blinking in his vision, and he quickly pulled it up:
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Geltheriel has passed the position of Party Leader to you.
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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He quickly selected ‘Yes’, and a new notification popped up:
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Party Leadership
You have become the Leader of an adventuring party.  Because of your Leadership and Battlesense Skills, the following effects are active:
In Combat: Attack and Defense +51%, Movement rate +31%
Out of Combat: Movement Rate +20%
In addition, you can gain Party Perks through Special Actions that will benefit all members of your party. 
Current Max Party Members: 10
Current Party Members: 4
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“The position is yours, and I wish you all luck with it, Oathbinder.  In fact, it would have been better for all had you requested this some time ago, but I was willing to wait until you had matured enough to seek out the position.  Enjoy.”
Aranos gave her a wry look.  “Yeah, thanks, Geltheriel.”
“It is what I am here for, Oathbinder: to point out your errors and help you correct them.  I am fortunate that you keep me eternally busy.” 
Aranos snorted as he rose and walked over to where the sapphire haired Saphielle stood at the edge of the clearing, staring out into the night.  He stepped up beside the heavily armored woman and peered out into the Blightlands.  The glow from the oilarie spread some distance out into the night, and he could see moving shadows at the far edge of his vision.  He peered at them curiously and realized that they were a large pack of amaroks, shadowy wolves that hunted the Blightlands.  The wolves seemed to be moving away from the party, no doubt roused from their hunt by the sudden radiance and fleeing into more comforting shadows.
“Thank you,” he said after a moment, his voice quiet.  She didn’t react, so he continued.  “Thank you for helping me, Saphielle.  I would have died without you, and I don’t know what might have happened to the jubokko if I had.  I couldn’t have done it without you.”
“That is true,” the woman replied softly.  “You could not have.  What I fail to understand is why it was necessary.  I know well that you could have burned the jubokko to the ground, had you chosen, but you offered no defense of yourself.  Why was that?”
“It would have made the Spell fail,” he shrugged.  “I can’t cast the Spell in combat, or even if I’m feeling angry or scared.  If I’d fought back, I’d probably have burned the tree down, but I also would have lost the chance to Redeem it.  It would have grown back in a few days, and we wouldn’t be here to do anything about it.”
“That is an acceptable explanation,” she nodded.  “And you are welcome, Redeemer.”  She turned and glanced at him, then sighed. 
“Bright Avenger,” she said simply.  Seeing his uncomprehending stare, she added, “The Advanced Class I have taken is called Bright Avenger.  I have given the matter some thought, and I have decided that, since you are now apparently our Party Leader, you should know my Class, as well as the Abilities of it.  To withhold that information would hinder your ability to act effectively and might cause us to fall upon the High Roads.”
“Yeah, that would be a problem.  So, what is a Bright Avenger?”
She shifted, resting her spear in the crook of her arm and holding up one gauntleted fist.  “Once, Bright Avengers were the vanguard of the Elven Armies,” she told him, her face very serious.  “This was, of course, before the Feast of Virnal; there have been few since then, for reasons that will be apparent.”  A soft, green glow began to radiate from her hand, and suddenly, fierce-looking thorns erupted from her armored fist.  Each thorn was two inches long and looked wickedly sharp, but as she opened and closed her hand, the thorns moved easily with her gauntlet.
“Bright Avengers receive large bonuses to defense and Armor Mastery,” she continued.  “I have also gained the use of my SP, although I can use it only to power Abilities, not Spells, and all of these draw upon natural mana rather than the elemental types that Wizards seem to favor.  Armor of Thorns is one such and allows me to grow thorns upon a single piece of armor.  I have practiced it upon my gauntlet and shield so far, but I intend to master using it on every piece of armor.  One never knows where it might be helpful.”
Aranos nodded.  “That does sound useful.  So, why are Bright Avengers rare?”
“To become one, a Warrior must have a high Intelligence, which is uncommon but certainly not rare.  However, they must also have faced a deadly assault by the Darkness in defense of another, freely offering their lives to protect this person.  That is rarer than one might think since the Feast, as most Warriors fight to defend their city, their homes, or even their entire race.  They rarely fight for the defense of a single individual when all of the Lands of Light are imperiled.” 
She turned and looked at him directly.  “When you faced Keryth in the Wizards’ Duel, his minions did not cease their assault, Redeemer.  They strove to reach you, for Keryth did not seem to care if the Duel was won or lost fairly.  Their arrows never reached you, though, and their Spells failed them, for I stood between you.  None will fell you while I am your shield; this I promise.”
Aranos stared at the woman silently, taking in her delicate features, the strength of her shoulders and the iron will behind her words.  He reached up and touched her cheek gently, letting his fingertips graze her jaw.  “That’s something I know I can count on,” he agreed softly, letting his hand fall away from her face.  “Thank you for everything, Saphielle.”
They turned back and gazed into the night.  Aranos felt the woman’s fingers, free of her gauntlet, steal gently into his hand, and he held them firmly.  It felt comforting, and they stood hand in hand for some time, watching the darkness from the safety of the sunlit grove.
They both knew that sort of safety would be dear once they set out upon the High Road.
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Mathias the Lancer and his party moved stealthily through the moonlit forest, hunting prey.  At least, they were attempting to move stealthily; this was somewhat hampered by the fact that only one of the party actually had the Stealth Skill.  Rhiannon, the assassin-like Shadewalker, moved through the night like a silent wind.  The rest of the party was really just stomping through the forest and making an ungodly amount of noise.  They were stomping as carefully as possible, mind you, but apparently, the AIs running Singularity Online didn’t count careful stomping as Stealth. 
Mathias wasn’t overly concerned, though.  Rhiannon was scouting ahead for them, and they’d already managed to deal with a pair of the wolf-like amaroks and a small swarm of balayangs, large bats whose silent screeches could stun or even deafen a player.  The amaroks were fierce, but with only two of them, the party didn’t have too much trouble.  Their bites inflicted a Weakened debuff on Mathias when they hit, but Gwinivere could heal that so it wasn’t too troubling. 
The balayangs had been tougher, at least until Yevgeny had discovered that the creatures were quite flammable.  His fire Spells made short work of them…and also started a minor forest fire that had only taken them about ten minutes to put out.  Mathias was fairly certain that the elves wouldn’t be happy once they found the damage, but he hoped they wouldn’t be able to figure out just who had done it with all the parties out hunting tonight.
Mathias refused to let any of that get him down, though, because thanks to their decision to side with Aranos against that crazy elf Keryth, all of the players in Eredain were riding pretty high.  Mathias had quietly bitched about the training at first, he had to admit, but the results they’d gotten were undeniable.  That Saphielle was about as subtle as a hammer to the face, but she had gotten his Spear Mastery up four levels in a single day.  She’d also given him a training regimen that had boosted his Str and End by two whole points; it was like getting a full level every day just from exercising for an hour! 
The others had gotten similar results, as well.  Gwinivere and Yevgeny had spent the day with that Druid practicing mana circulation, whatever that meant.  Gwin told Mathias that the practice had granted both of them a new Skill called Meditation that drastically boosted their SP regen, while Yevgeny had said that he’d gotten boosts to Mana Manipulation, Int and Wis.  If only they’d been doing this from the start of the game, they’d probably be as powerful as Aranos right now!
Mathias silently wondered about that.  In most games, your Class trainer would teach you about things like training your Stats, advancing your Skills, and what sort of options you might have for more Advanced Classes or specializations later.  If you were lucky, they might even help you get those more powerful Classes, or at least send you to a trainer who could. 
In SO, though, Mathias’ trainer – an older veteran who no was no longer able to serve in the army and was somewhat disgruntled about it – had barely condescended to teach him basic Spear Mastery and Medium Armor Mastery.  He’d given Mathias just enough instruction to grant him the Skills and had sent him out into the forest to hunt.  Mathias figured he’d be facing something simple, like foxes or coyotes, but his first outing had gotten him hunted by a wolfpack and sent quickly back for respawn.
After that, he’d put together this party, all of them having had similar experiences with their trainers.  They’d each been given just enough instruction to function in their Classes and had been sent out on their own.  Together, they’d managed to complete those first training Quests, but they found that their trainers had nothing more for them.  Instead, they’d been left to their own devices and had been easy prey for Keryth and his promises of gold and XP to any Traveler who joined him.
Thinking back on it, Mathias had a feeling it was probably a question of reputation.  He’d assumed he – and every other player – had started in the Elven Realms with neutral reputation, but what if they hadn’t?  What if all the Travelers started with negative reputation?  He also knew that some of the players hadn’t responded well to the lack of freely offered Quests, easy gold, and lackluster training and had gone on something of a rampage; NPCs did provide XP and could be looted for gold when they were slain, after all.  What if their actions had reflected badly on every player, at least as far as the elves were concerned?
While that wasn’t fair in normal game terms, it was realistic.  If a bunch of people came into his town, all from the same place, and a group of them started going around breaking stuff and attacking his neighbors, he wouldn’t be too quick to trust the rest of them, either.  Mathias was honest enough with himself to admit that he and his party also hadn’t really gone out of their way to earn the elves’ trust.  They’d just assumed that the game was set up this way for a reason and hadn’t looked deeper into the matter. 
Apparently, Aranos had figured it out and had managed to score massive reputation points with the elves.   Now, he was leveraging those points into getting training for all the players, even though they’d attacked him at their first meeting.  It was…well, it was pretty cool of the guy, and Mathias figured they all owed him big-time. 
Aranos had even gotten them this Quest from the House of Twilight, where the Keepers of Eredain lived.  As far as Mathias could tell, the Keepers were something like elven Rangers, protecting the Forest from invasions of Shadowborn creatures.  Ever since Aranos had saved the city, though, something about the Forest had changed, and now the Keepers spent their nights hunting in the Blightlands.  Mathias and the other Travelers had volunteered to take up the job of keeping the Forest safe for them, and the House was paying them a bounty for every Shadowborn hide they brought back. 
It was a decent bounty, too: a bronze link and some reputation for each amarok or every 10 balayangs they brought back, or a silver disc for each pouka they killed.  Gwin had the presence of mind to ask a bit more closely about the creatures, and they’d discovered that poukas were something like giant ravens.  They hadn’t seen any of those, yet, but there was still time tonight.
A sudden flash on his party screen drew Mathias’ attention.  As Party Leader, he had a heads-up display that showed the general location and state of each of his party members, and the red dot blinking in the corner of his vision had come from that screen.  He pulled it up and noticed that Rhiannon’s LP bar had suddenly taken a serious hit: she was down 20% of her LP already, and it was falling as he watched.  Quickly, he called up her location and roused the others.
“Rhiannon’s in trouble!” he shouted, hefting his spear and pointing it in the direction his display showed the woman.  “We must rescue her!  With me, stalwarts!” 
He noticed Gwin roll her eyes as she and Yevgeny followed him, charging into the brush without any pretense at Stealth, but he ignored her.  Mathias loved to role-play his character in-game, and Mathias the Lancer was an overly honorable, highly dramatic persona.  He tended to overreact to things and had quite a lot of flair…really, he was the opposite of quiet Matthew from the accounting department IRL.  He was also a lot of fun to play.
They’d only made it about fifty feet into the scrub when Mathias froze, causing one of the others to run into his back.  From the deep grunt that accompanied the impact, he assumed it was Yevgeny, but he wasn’t worried about that.  His eyes were firmly fastened on the pair of amaroks that had just emerged from the forest in front of the party and who were moving slowly toward him, their heads low and deep growls rumbling in their throats.  Each wolf was black-furred, with gleaming red eyes and stood about as tall as a pony or small horse.  What surprised him, though, was that he’d seen the creatures at all; normally, the amaroks attacked from ambush and weren’t big on frontal assaults. 
“Behind us, Mat!”  Mathias glanced over his shoulder at Gwin’s cry and saw three more of the wolf-like creatures emerging from the shadows behind the party, penning them in. 
“Yevgeny, give me some fire in the front,” he ordered tersely as he realized that the creatures had deliberately trapped them.  “Hopefully, that’ll keep them cautious enough to let me deal with the ones in back.  Gwin, keep me…” 
Mathias’ words broke off as twin spikes of pain lanced through his temples.  He swore as he felt the familiar scream of a flight of balayangs and glanced up to see a half-dozen of the huge bats swooping overhead.  Gwin cried out from the pain, but Yevgeny had dropped, his lower End Stat insufficient to withstand the stunning effects of even so small a flight of the creatures.  Shit, are they working together? he wondered silently as he hefted his spear.  How the hell did that happen? 
His thoughts scattered as the first of the amaroks charged, and Mathias the Lancer prepared to be sent for respawn.




Chapter 3

As Aranos helped break the camp the Ascendants had made, he glanced through his older notifications.  Most were things like combat logs and such that he merely scanned through, just to be sure that nothing strange or inexplicable was happening, but two were fairly important and two others were things he really needed to deal with and had been putting off:
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You have slain jubokko!  1,138 XP gained (Base 4,552 split between party members)
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Quest Updated: To Redeem the Fallen
The Elder of the House of the Sickle has asked you to find and Redeem fallen lands or races.
Objective: Redeem a location or a race of plant, animal, or beast lost to the Feast of Virnal.
Difficulty: S
Objectives Completed: You have Redeemed a lost race (oilarie)
Reward: 5000 XP, increased influence in elven lands, global reputation
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The XP gains were nice, but what he needed to focus on were the two older notifications:
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Evolution: By reaching level 10, your fenrin Companion has achieved her adult form!  As an Adult Fenrin, her Stat gains per level double, she gains 5 bonus Stat points per level, and her mental faculties significantly improve.  You may also choose two Perks for her from the following list:
Armor Skin: Your Companion’s hide provides them with a Defense bonus equal to double their Endurance Stat.
Great Agility: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Agility Stat
Great Strength: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Strength Stat
Great Endurance: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Endurance Stat
Great Perception: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Perception Stat
Hunter in the Dark: Your Companion’s Perception Stat is doubled for the purposes of Tracking only
Deadly Bite: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their base bite damage
Divine Regeneration: Your Companion heals at double their resting LP regen rate, even while in combat.
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Congratulations!
For reaching level 5 in your Advanced Class, you can choose a Class Perk!
Select from the following:
Arcane Aura: You radiate an aura out to 10’ that resists hostile magic.  All hostile Spells take a penalty equal to [(Charisma-10) / 4] % to damage and duration to you and any allies within your aura.
Great Channeler: You can channel Spells with heightened efficiency.  Your Mana Mastery Skill level is doubled for the purposes of determining SP cost and Spell damage when channeling a Spell
Greater Ascendant: Your Spells below the Adept level grow 100% faster.  Spells of the Adept level or higher grow 50% faster.
Sacrificial Caster: You can burn LP to improve your Spell power, gaining a 5% boost to Spell power per 5% of your max LP sacrificed.  Lost LP heal normally.
True Elementalist: You gain a percentage bonus equal to double your Class level to Spell power, casting speed, and opposed checks to all Elemental-based Spells and take a penalty equal to half your Class level to all other Spells.
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Really, procrastinating over his selection of those Perks didn’t make much sense, if he was being honest.  He’d been overwhelmed by everything that had caused him to level up, and faced with too many decisions, he’d put this one off, intending to see to it the next morning.  His new duties as a Patriarch and dealing with the Travelers had distracted him, but in the end, he’d simply forgotten.  It was a bit of a stupid mistake, since the Perks might have helped them in their hunt the night before.
His Class Perk wasn’t even too difficult a decision; he just hadn’t taken the time to really look at the options.  Sacrificial Caster didn’t make much sense for him: he already had a massive boost to his Spell Power, and adding 5% or even 50% wasn’t going to give him as much oomph as it might for another caster.  The same went for True Elementalist; he already had significant bonuses to his arcane casting, and the boost wouldn’t be worth suffering a penalty to his non-elemental Spells.  That was especially true now that he was working toward mastering Enhanced Mana Aspects, and he had a feeling those Spells would be more powerful but also more mana-intensive.
That left Arcane Aura, Great Channeler, and Greater Ascendant.  Arcane Aura sounded cool, but as he examined it carefully, he thought it probably wouldn’t be very useful.  Sure, it would give something like a 20% penalty to the damage and duration of enemy Spells, but it only extended 10’.  Plus, his Cha score would have to be over 200 just to boost the penalty to 50%; by the time his Cha was that high, he was hoping that he’d have figured out some sort of magic-dampening Spell that would do the same thing, so it would probably end up being a waste of a Perk.
Great Channeler and Greater Ascendant were both good choices, though.  His Mana Mastery was at the Expert Level, and its growth would no doubt slow down drastically, now.  The kind of boost Great Channeler offered would make his Spells a lot more powerful, at least the ones he could channel.  At the same time, Greater Ascendant would make his Spells level faster, which would also make them more powerful.  In fact, he’d noticed that when his Spells jumped a rank – from Student to Adept, for example – they sometimes doubled in power.  Eventually, that would give him a greater benefit than the boost to his Mana Mastery would.  Of course, that decided Aranos, and he quickly chose Greater Ascendant.  He’d see smaller gains today but greater ones in the long run, and he’d always preferred to play with the long-term in mind.
Silma’s Perk choices were a bit more difficult, and he decided to include the fenrin in the decision-making process.  She was the one who would be using the Perks, after all, so it only seemed fair that she get to choose what they were.
Those are all good choices, she acknowledged when he explained the options to her.  Thank you for asking for my thoughts.  It sounds like it is a choice of what role I wish to play in the party, isn’t it?
Pretty much, he replied.  You can choose something like Armor Skin or Great Endurance and become a second tank with Saphielle.  You can pick Deadly Bite, Great Strength, or Great Agility and work with Geltheriel doing damage.  Or you can choose Great Perception or Hunter in the Dark to focus on scouting.  Divine Regeneration doesn’t focus on anything, really, but it’s also probably the least powerful of the Perks.
The silver wolf sat quietly for a moment, her face unreadable but her gaze unfocused in what Aranos took for thought.  I believe I serve the party best as a Scout, pack leader.  I won’t ever tank as well as Saphielle, no matter my Perks, because she’s built her Class to do just that.  I might be able to do damage like Geltheriel does, but no elf will ever be able to Track and move in Stealth as well as I can.  I would prefer Great Perception and Hunter in the Dark.
Aranos considered her words and decided to just give her Great Perception.  The fenrin’s Per Stat was naturally high and would grow with each level, meaning that a 50% boost would give her 3 points of Per each level instead of 2, and any bonus points he added to that Stat would count for even more.  That wasn’t why he chose that Perk, though; gaining a 100% bonus to Per with Hunter in the Dark sounded great, but it was only for Tracking…and he would still be a better Tracker than she was.  In all likelihood, even with the Per boost, he always would be, at least until she reached the Master ranks, which could be years down the road.  Having a higher overall Perception would be more useful for her, since she could already detect things much farther away than the elves could thanks to her enhanced senses.  Boosting those senses would give a better payoff overall.
For her other Perk, though, he chose Great Agility.  Not only would that allow her to run faster, it would also increase her chances of escaping if she got into trouble while scouting.  That was always one of the downsides of being a scout in a party: hiding was your best defense, but if you got caught, you were probably too far from the party to hold out until they arrived.  Scouts didn’t usually have fantastic Defense scores and preferred to flee from combat whenever possible.  That made Agil almost as important as Per to them, and he was certain that Silma would agree.
The party began their trek back through the Blightlands, returning to the Stronghold.  Dawn would be breaking soon, and they needed to get back to the Stronghold for their daily training before gathering to leave for the High Roads.  Aranos planned to head to the manor, first, to train his Wis and Int Stats before the Travelers got started for the day.  Of course, those Stats now would only go up by a point every other day or so now that they were over 100, so that was probably his least important training.  In fact, they would go up a point one day, nothing the next, and two points the day after that.  Then, he’d have another day of no gain, and the process would start over again.  Still, even those small gains were better than nothing.
He also needed to visit the High Dreamer one last time before they left the Stronghold; his Dreamstriding Skill was close to reaching the Expert level, and once it was there, he could use it freely without failing the Quest the High Dreamer had given him.  If he didn’t get it there, he wouldn’t be able to use the Skill at all until he got back to Eredain, which would kind of suck.  It was the easiest and simplest way for him to communicate with Phil, and without it, the two of them would be out of touch until they reached Antas.
Jhaeros would definitely want to see him before he left, to get one last bout of sadistic pleasure from torturing the Sorcerer under the guise of training.  Aranos had to somehow try and talk the elf out of the training crystals he’d been using if he wanted to keep up his Grueling regimen and keep getting the bonuses that entailed, as well.  He didn’t think that would be easy, but with his high reputation with the House of Twilight and his exceptional Charisma, he thought it might be possible.
Finally, he needed to sit down and spend some time Enchanting more items for Lorsan to put on the market.  He didn’t think he’d need to create more than a handful of them – his High Enchantment Skill gave his creations a considerable bonus to their power, which he assumed would translate into a boost to their value – but crafting them would take time.  And time, needless to say, was at something of a premium for Aranos.
The party began the trek back to the Stronghold, but it wasn’t long before Aranos’ senses began screaming at him that something was amiss.  Generally, the trip through the forest was uneventful, since the Keepers hunted down any Shadowborn in the Claimed Lands and drove out large, dangerous predators.  In fact, Aranos kept his Tracking Skill active mostly out of habit, idly noting the passages of various animals or the elven Keepers, who would probably be unhappy if they knew how easily he could track them.
His Skill wasn’t showing him these fairly innocuous signs, though.  Instead, he could see the marks left by dozens of Shadowborn creatures, mostly the lupine amaroks, all heading deeper into the forest.  Glancing up, he picked out the faint traces left by swarms of balayangs, as well, and a chill passed down his spine as he saw the abundant traces.  A single glance at Geltheriel showed that she, too, had noticed the incursions, and her face was troubled.
“Oathbinder, it appears that the Shadowborn assaulted the Stronghold last night.  I had hoped that, with the Tree-heart being healed, they would shun our defenses for a time.” 
Saphielle looked around somewhat fruitlessly; the guardswoman didn’t have the Tracking Skill, because she’d simply never needed it.  “Are these the tracks of Shadowborn?  I believe you told Elder Golloron that these creatures would no longer invade our forests, Redeemer.  Were you mistaken?”
Aranos frowned as he examined the tracks more carefully.  “We don’t know that they attacked the Stronghold,” he pointed out.  “We just know that a bunch of amaroks and balayangs were in the forest last night.  We’ll keep an eye open as we head back, but I don’t want to spend a bunch of time trying to Track each of these packs.  We’ve got too much to do today already.”
“I will speak with Dorn’ar’el when we return,” Geltheriel added.  “Surely, the Keepers will have more information, and we will no longer need to guess.”
As they traveled, Aranos saw more and more signs of the Shadowborn’s passage.  As something unusual in a clearing caught his eye, he stopped and crouched to examine it more closely.  “Some Travelers fought the amaroks, here,” he noted slowly.   “And it looks like they lost.”
“Are you certain it was Travelers, Liberator?” Rhys asked doubtfully.  “I would not doubt you, but all I can see is the signs of a battle between armored warriors and amaroks.  There is much blood, and the amaroks departed heading away from the Stronghold.  Could it not have been the Keepers routing the creatures?”
Aranos shook his head.  “The humanoid tracks only lead into the clearing, not out,” he explained.  “So, the Shadowborn won.  There are no bodies, though, and the amaroks didn’t drag them off; I’d see that.  So, they fought with Travelers, the Travelers lost, and their bodies vanished.”  He glanced up at the trees, and his eyes narrowed. 
“The amaroks had help, too,” he said softly, pointing up at a scorch mark on a nearby tree.  “Looks like the Travelers have learned that balayangs are flammable.”
“I have not heard of balayangs and amaroks hunting together, Redeemer,” Saphielle observed.  “Were it anyone else making such a statement, I would surely laugh with derision.  Even so, I must ask if you are certain.  Could the Travelers not have simply misfired with a Spell?”
“No, there were definitely balayangs,” Aranos shook his head.  “They stayed high, but I can see signs of their passage in the trees.  Bits of fur, broken twigs, that sort of thing.  It looks like they just hovered overhead, probably hitting the Travelers with their sonic attack to make the amaroks’ work easier.”
He rose to his feet, frowning.  “There’s something going on here, guys.  We’ve already seen the impisas and the charklas behaving strangely, and now the amaroks and balayangs are, too.”  He glanced at each party member as he spoke.  “We need to make sure the Stronghold knows about this.  Geltheriel, you’re already planning to speak to Dorn’ar’el, right?  Saphielle, you’ll want to tell Lady Wynathra, and Rhys…I don’t even remember your Elder’s name, sorry.”
“Grandmaster Kylantha,” the Druid chuckled.  “And yes, I will speak to her of this.  One would imagine that between them, those three will have some idea of what might be happening.”
Of that, Aranos was certain, but he was equally certain of one more thing: this was the start of a new questline.  It had all the earmarks of one: animals suddenly acting strangely, players being attacked for no reason, and the local authorities needing to be alerted.  The thing was, he wasn’t interested in picking up that Quest; the Ascendants were heading to Antas, and he wasn’t about to be distracted from that.  Fortunately, he had a feeling that there were about twenty other players who would snap this Quest right up.
The gate guards bowed low as the party approached.  “Lord Evenshade,” one of them said respectfully.  “You are always welcome in the Stronghold.  Please, enter.”  That was definitely a change; not too long ago, those same guards had eyed him with suspicion and significant distrust.  Now, they were almost subservient.  Despite how realistic it seemed, every so often, something like this would remind Aranos that Singularity Online was still a game and operated on a set of rules.  His Reputation with Eredain was maxed out; that meant that citizens would treat him almost like royalty. 
A few Houses had a bad opinion of him, of course – the fallen House Exxidor figured prominently among those, and he assumed that House’s former allies would probably have a strong dislike of him, as well – but even those would treat him well.  His effective Reputation with any one individual was the sum of his Reputation for every Faction that person belonged to, and his max Reputation with Eredain apparently wiped out the negative reputation modifiers he might have had with those Houses.  So, former members of House Exxidor from other cities would despise him, but those here in Eredain would still love him. 
The party stepped onto the teleport pad that led into the Stronghold, which was apparently the only way into the city as far as Aranos could tell.  That kind of sucked, because he didn’t teleport well.  Geltheriel insisted it was a matter of low End, but his End Stat was effectively at 41 with his bonuses, and while Saphielle and Geltheriel certainly had higher scores there than he did, he figured that Rhys’ was probably at about the same level or even lower.  The Druid never seemed to suffer the overwhelming nausea and motion sickness Aranos did when he used the teleport pad; the Sorcerer wasn’t sure if that meant it was an issue for Travelers that NPCs just didn’t share, or if it was specific to him.  He hadn’t asked the other Travelers about it, honestly, because if it was just him, he didn’t want to admit that entering the city made him puke.
After he spent a minute or so emptying out his stomach off to the side, out of the way of anyone else wanting to enter or leave the city, Aranos parted with his companions.  Rather than head to the manor, he set off for the House of Stars, since he decided that the Wizards needed to know what was happening in the Forest and Blightlands, too.  The entrance to what he still thought of as the elves’ version of a Wizards’ Guild was a small, nondescript building that was connected to the main House through a portal of some kind.  Aranos still had no idea exactly where that main building was, and he had a feeling that was by design: if no one knew where the physical location of the House was, that made it much harder to launch a direct assault on it, after all. 
Fortunately, traveling through the portal into the House of Stars didn’t disorient him the way entering Eredain did, and he was greeted warmly upon his entrance by the Doorwarden.  He held up his left hand, displaying the green tattoo of six stars that marked him as an Expert-ranked member of the House, and he was allowed to pass without needing a guide.  He found a spot not too far away from the giant, tree-shaped crystal that radiated unaspected mana – other, smaller crystals in the Atrium radiated specific elemental mana types, but this one gave him the most benefit – and settled to the floor in a crossed-leg position.
Most of the elven Wizards had to make appointments and wait their turns to use the mana crystals, since only a limited number of them could fit around each crystal at the proper distance to channel with it.  Fortunately, Aranos’ Mana Vampire Perk meant that he could channel mana effectively from a much greater distance.  Closing his eyes, he concentrated and reached out to the crystal with a hollow, tubelike tendril of mana.  When he felt it connect with the crystal’s surface, he extended a second tendril to the crystalline tree and began to drawn mana into himself through his first tendril.  The mana cycled through his spirals and raced down the second tendril to rejoin the crystal.  Satisfied that the mana was flowing freely, Aranos descended into his mindscape.
He settled into his chair and let his mind drift over to the prismatic pool that symbolized his SP.  As the energy flowed through his mana system, his mind danced along it, as well, checking for irregularities in the flow patterns.  He found a few places where his channels had widened too much, creating choke points just beyond and causing tiny eddies in the energy flow.  Those weren’t that big of a deal, but when he was casting a Spell, they’d cause slight inefficiencies that would slow his casting and increase his SP cost.  He flattened those areas out, removing the choke points and restoring a normal flow, then stepped back to examine his patterns as a whole.
His mana was contained in thirteen sets of double hourglasses, each containing a series of smaller, nested hourglasses within.  One of each pair of hourglasses channeled his elemental mana, while the other pair – angled at 90 degrees to the first – held his energetic mana.  That left a third orientation for Enhanced mana, once he discovered it, although now that he knew it stemmed from a totally different source than Primary mana, he wasn’t sure if it would separate the way that he’d hoped it might.
Upon mastering the Primary Aspects, he’d figured out that life mana was basically the place where all other mana types met, and he’d intuited that there were more energy types contained within life mana than he’d suspected.  The natural assumption had been that these were undoubtedly the Enhanced Aspects he sought, although he now knew better.   
The issue was, even now that he knew where these Enhanced aspects came from, he still didn’t know how to recognize them.  He’d honestly hoped that he’d be able to sense the Mind Aspect, at least – after all, he’d gotten a rough feel for it during his investigation into the deaths of the elven elders – but it was obvious that a half-remembered sense wasn’t going to be enough.  He needed a source of that mana to use for comparison, which meant that he’d either need a crystal of that aspect or a natural source of it.  He’d never heard of an Enhanced mana crystal, and considering what he’d learned about those aspects, he wasn’t sure such a thing could exist.  After all, if Enhanced mana was a fundamental part of the existence of living things, it didn’t seem that it would be something that could be captured and radiated by a crystal.
There was now one new option available to him, though, and with a smile he tapped into it.  Taking a deep breath, preparing himself mentally for the idea that this might not work, he shifted his focus to a part of him that he’d never examined in his mindscape before: his new Soul Point reservoir.
With an effort of will, Aranos summoned a silvery orb of glowing Soul Point energy and suspended it like a tiny moon over the clearing of his mindscape.  The ball of power was no bigger than his fist and had an ephemeral, wispy quality to it, as if it were constantly on the verge of flickering and fading out.  The ball itself was stationary, with no movement or rotation to it, but the energy within shifted and swirled chaotically, constantly flickering and dancing about within the orb as if it wanted to escape.
Let’s see how this works, he mused, keeping his focus on the ball of Soul Energy while casting a Composite Bullet.  He siphoned off five Soul Points to empower the Spell – not enough to actually strengthen the Spell, but enough to hopefully see how it worked – and observed as several wisps of the silver energy vanished from the ball.  He shifted his thoughts to his spirals, feeling a sudden surge of aspected mana rush into the hourglasses, exactly matching the energy he’d drawn to fuel the Spell and pushing more of those same mana types out into the Spell. 
“Well, that’s interesting,” he murmured thoughtfully as the conjured bullet screamed off to strike one of his distant archery targets and burst in a flash of colors.  “So, the Soul Points turn directly into the aspected mana the Spell needs, but instead of adding into the Spell directly, it gets pumped into my mana spirals.  But how does it shift from one type of energy to another?”
He returned his focus to the orb of Soul Energy and began forging a second Composite Bullet.  This time, as he cast the Spell, he tried to follow the strands of energy as they disappeared, hoping to track their transmutation from Soul Points to Spell Points.  That proved to be basically impossible, though, since there was seemingly no way to predict which strands would vanish when he empowered the Spell.  The odds that he’d be watching the correct strand at any given moment were practically zero.
Okay, so there’s a more fundamental issue I’ve got to address, first, if I want to figure this out, he realized.  The Soul Point Energy is like my mana was at first; it’s so chaotic that I can’t track it.  If I want to make any headway, here, I’m going to have to try and organize it the way I did my mana.
That proved somewhat more difficult than he’d hoped it would, considering his previous experience with organizing his mana.  The Soul energy simply didn’t want to move.  Unlike his mana, which had been sluggish at first but was fairly easy for him to grasp, the strands of his Soul Points were so ephemeral that he could barely even touch them, much less move them.  He tried different methods of shifting the energy – pulling, pushing, trying to rotate the entire globe at once, even drawing on it in the hope of creating a vacuum that would generate some movement – but every attempt was equally fruitless.
Frustrated, he almost abandoned his efforts, starting to withdraw his consciousness from the strange energy, but his stubbornness reared its head.  “Nope, not giving up on this,” he muttered, setting his jaw pugnaciously and descending into the orb once more.
This time, instead of fighting to control the flows of energy, he relaxed his thoughts and allowed himself to drift among the silver threads.  He simply observed, taking in the seemingly random flickers of energy, just trying to process how they interacted with one another.  Although the individual strands seemed chaotic at first, his subconscious mind sensed there was a deeper pattern to the fluctuations.  Just as he had when first mastering his mana, Aranos allowed his mind to instinctively sense out that pattern. 
He kept his thoughts unfocused for some time – how long, he wasn’t sure, since he wasn’t good at tracking the minutes in that mental state – when the beginnings of some semblance of an order began to tease the edges of his mind.  All at once, something seemed to click, and instantly, the flows crystallized in his perception.  He could see the overall pattern and noted how the chaotic movements contributed to a greater organization…but one that wasn’t sufficient for his needs
Once his grasp of the flows of Soul Energy solidified, he found it much simpler to guide the energies and realized what he’d been doing wrong before.  The silvery strands, unlike his mana, refused to mix and intermingle freely. Each thread of energy seemed to repel all the other strands nearby, so when he was attempting to manipulate it earlier, it had been like trying to push water against an existing flow.
Rather than attempting to push or pull the wisps of energy, Aranos focused on shifting them around into a better alignment, nudging the strands until they were lined up like force lines in a magnetic field.  Once he had the system in a more organized configuration, a simple nudge of his will set the entire system flowing once more, but this time, the globe swirled in a simple spiral pattern, with energy cycling from the top of the globe down to the base along the surface and then spiraling back up the inside to the top, almost like a fountain.
With the pattern set, Aranos released his focus on the globe and glanced at the time.  To his dismay, thirty minutes had passed, far more time than he had imagined.  As much as he wanted to pursue how his Soul Points were converted to Spell Points – and possibly use that knowledge to reverse the process, allowing him to cast magic that would affect a soul – there were just too many things that needed to be done for him to focus exclusively on that.
Instead, he spent the remainder of the time training his existing Spells.  That was something he didn’t do enough of, and as both Lythienne and Grandmaster Ruehnar, the Head Librarian of the House of Stars had told him, the best spellcasters were the ones who knew their Spells intimately and could use them in creative ways. 
Thirty minutes later, he rose from his mindscape, noting that he hadn’t gotten any Stat gains from the training.  That was fine; technically, he’d gotten half a point each for his Int and Wis, and that would carry over for tomorrow’s training, giving him two points in each of those the next time he exercised them.  If he hadn’t trained today, he’d only get a single point tomorrow, so it was worth the time he’d spent, at least.  There was a blinking notification, though, which he pulled up curiously:
 Skill Enhanced: Soulmending has become Enhanced Soulmending*
Rank: Student 6
Enhanced: You are more efficient at drawing and using Soul energy.  You gain a bonus equal to [Skill Level]% to all Soul Points gained and can use [Skill Level]% fewer Soul Points to power Abilities, Enchantments, or Spells. 
Wis +1
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Apparently, his efforts to structure and organize the ball of soul energy within him had some benefit, after all.  The bonus for the Enhanced Skill wasn’t much – he’d gain an extra Soul Point for every six he got normally, and he’d only have to spend 13 instead of 15 to empower a Spell or Ability – but small gains like that would add up if he used the Skill frequently – which he absolutely intended to.
He stood, stretching and groaning.  He still had two more errands here today; he might as well get the one he’d been putting off the longest done first.  He looked down at his tattoo and thought about the House Store.  Immediately, the star closest to his middle finger warmed, guiding him forward into the building.  That tattoo was why outsiders needed a guide through the House of Stars.  Not only would it lead him through the twisting halls of the House, it would also open several warded doors he had to pass through and protect him from dozens of magical traps wound throughout the building.  He hadn’t known that the first time he’d been here and had been lucky enough not to trip any of them, probably because he’d only been in the Novice areas.  Had he been in the Library or Expert rooms when he’d gone off on his own, he probably would have ended up going to respawn.
The House Store wasn’t exactly what he’d imagined.  He thought it would be like the Great Square, with merchants, displays, and shelves stocked with scrolls and other goods.  Instead, the Store was a single, long counter with a handful of elves standing behind it.  Dozens of elves lined up at various spots in front of the counter, while others stood around wide, rune-carved columns spread evenly throughout the space.  Aranos curiously walked over to one of the columns and watched; the elves before it seemed to be standing in some kind of trance, as if they were meditating, but his Sense Mana Skill didn’t show flows of energy moving through them as it did when they were cycling mana with a crystal.
“Is this your first time at the House Store, Expert?” a voice spoke behind him, and he glanced over his shoulder at a young elf in relatively plain robes.  The man had shoulder-length, blonde hair, and when he held up his left hand, Aranos saw an orange tattoo emblazoned there.
“Is it that obvious, Student?” he asked, remembering at the last moment to address the elf by their apparent rank.  Wizards in the House of Stars were ranked according to their Mana Control Skill, which was an indicator of fine control rather than raw power.  The orange tattoo meant the elf had reached the Student rank in that Skill and was supposed to be addressed as such.  “What am I supposed to do?”
The elf smiled and held a hand out toward the column.  “These pillars contain depictions of the Store’s current inventory,” he instructed.  “Simply touch one, and you will see a visual representation of what the Store is offering for sale, separated into categories.  Please note that only Novice-ranked Spells can be purchased here; the Store does not sell Spells of higher ranking.”
Just touch it, huh? Aranos thought silently, turning back toward the inscribed wooden column.  He reached out with his hand and briefly brushed the wood; instantly, a screen filled his vision:
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Welcome to the Store of the House of Stars!
As a member in good standing, you are welcome to access the items in this Store.  All purchases can be completed at the main counter using currency or House credit.
As a member of Expert standing, you also have access to items that are labeled Restricted.  Please note that the House of Stars is not responsible for accidents occurring from the use of Restricted items.
As the Patriarch of a House, you may use your House’s credit for any purchase. 
Please select a category of items…
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Aranos blinked as he read the wall of text.  It looked like he could purchase items through this interface using gold or credit, and anything he bought would be brought up to the main counter for pickup.  He didn’t know that he could use his House credit in place of actual currency; thinking about it, though, the term credit did sort of imply that should have been possible.  Even so, it didn’t matter much since he didn’t plan on buying anything right now.  He was just here looking.
This was a vastly different experience than shopping in the Great Square had been.  There, he’d had to wander from vendor to vendor looking for items, and only the items on display were available for purchase.  This method was certainly more efficient, but it also kind of disrupted the realism of the game.  He wasn’t sure if he liked it or not, to be honest.
“Originally, the stores of the major Guilds were more realistic,” Veronica’s voice spoke, sounding almost apologetic in his mind.  “Each was the equivalent of a marketplace, with different sub-stores for weapons, armor, scrolls, etc.  Players didn’t respond well; they said they were spending too much time trying to find the right merchant each time and wanted something more streamlined.”
I can see why someone might want that, Aranos agreed silently.  I mean, this is definitely simpler than wandering around the Great Square, to be certain, and it’ll be faster, too.  It just doesn’t have the same…atmosphere.  The Great Square made me feel like I was in another world; this makes me feel like I’m in a game.
“I’ve noted your comments,” Veronica replied simply.  “If we get enough people sharing the same feedback, then we’ll certainly make some changes.” 
As her presence vanished from his mind, Aranos shook his head.  That meant it probably wouldn’t be changing anytime soon; he figured most players wouldn’t want to lose the simplicity of this sort of interface just for a bit more atmosphere.  After all, there was a reason that most games had this sort of setup for merchants; it was what players preferred.
He shook off the jarring nature of the interface and started exploring through it a bit more in-depth.  He could flip through different classes of merchandise simply by willing it.  He wasn’t surprised to see that the lists of weapons and armors were relatively short and didn’t offer anything substantial – this was a Guild for Wizards, after all – but he was surprised by how small the selection of Enchanted items was.  He knew that the House gave instruction in Enchanting, and he’d assumed that any items the apprentices created would be sold through the Store to help fund the Guild.  Yet, there only a handful of items for sale: a bunch of rings that gave minor Stat boosts, several amulets that boosted Spell Power or casting speed at the cost of increased casting cost, and a few Dueling Tunics that reduced magical damage but provided very little protection against physical attacks.  There wasn’t even anything that he could buy and Deconstruct, hoping to gain the knowledge of how that particular Enchantment worked.
He turned his attention to Spell scrolls, and there, his expectations were satisfied.  The list of Spells was extensive, large enough that it was broken into subsections based on the Spell’s primary mana type.  There were Spells of the four elemental types, of course, as well as those that used light or life mana.  There were composite Spells that used more than one mana type, like Acid Storm and Lava Blast; there were not, however, any Spells that utilized void mana, as far as he could tell.  That made sense; from what he’d learned, Void Mages were pretty rare, since not many Wizards had the LP pool to use mana that literally devoured you from the inside out as you used it.
He wasn’t looking to buy anything; he was looking for inspiration.  There were tons of simple Spells that he figured he could easily replicate, like Lightning Arc or Nova, which created a powerful blast of light to blind enemies.  In fact, he could probably improve on those if he really tried.  Lightning mana, for example, was hard to aim and had a base 50% chance of missing the target, but he had an idea how to use vacuum mana to create a conduit for the strike, sort of a path of least resistance in the most literal sense.  The Nova Spell would certainly blind enemies, but it would be equally dangerous to allies; if he wanted to replicate that effect, he’d want to create more focused beams of light, like a laser, that would only blind whoever’s eyes they struck.  Even simpler, he could just wrap a ball of Darkness mana around someone’s head and blind them that way, if he really wanted to.
Still, the listings were pretty useful.  They not only gave a description of how the Spell would work and the purchase cost, they also detailed any aspects involved and had a list of minimum requirements a Wizard needed to meet to even cast the Spell, something that Aranos hadn’t realized was an issue for Wizards.  Apparently, Wizards couldn’t just learn any Spell they wanted; certain Spells had specific requirements just to be cast.  He guessed those requirements were based on things like the Spell’s complexity and power requirements.  After all, if a spell-form was really complex, you’d need a certain Int Stat just to puzzle it out; if it needed a ton of energy dumped into it quickly, you’d need a high Mana Manipulation Skill; if it required significant control or lots of delicate balancing of the power flows, it would take a high Mana Control Skill to keep it stable.  He wondered what would happen if a Wizard tried to cast a Spell beyond their ability; probably nothing good, he assumed.
Those simpler Spells weren’t what he was really interested in, though, although he did make notes of a few of them for later.  He was looking for big, complex Spells, ones that would require multiple mana types and would be difficult to fashion.  That was one advantage that his Class had over vanilla Wizards.  If a Wizard encountered a Spell that was too powerful or complex for them because it required a higher Skill level in Mana Control or Mana Manipulation than they had, or one that needed more SP than they had, they simply couldn’t learn it. 
He could craft Spells with as much power as he wanted, though; it just took a lot more time to do it.  If a Spell required more SP to create than he could supply, he could craft it in stages.  The Spell would wait indefinitely until he finished it, so long as he added more SP every few days to keep it going.  He had two such Spells hanging right now: one that would create a ward around an area and one that could send a message to someone outside his current area.  Crafting the first Spell would just be a matter of adding enough SP to it, but he didn’t know how he would be able to create the second one until he’d unlocked Enhanced aspects.  He was pretty sure he’d need to use either mind or illusion mana to create the message, and some sort of spatial magic would be helpful in sending the message faster. 
As he scrolled through the Spell offerings, a thought occurred to him.  If he could craft a Spell that required more SP than he had available, why couldn’t he cast a Spell that required more SP than he had?  Theoretically, he should be able to slowly trickle mana into a spell-form, basically channeling his natural SP regen into the Spell until it had enough power to activate.  It would obviously take a lot longer, but it would allow him to cast a Spell that would affect, say, an entire city, or even a kingdom.  That last one might take a year or so to cast, but it should be within the realm of possibility.
He put that thought aside for later and started focusing on composite Spells with high SP costs.  A few minutes later, he had three that looked promising to him, and he read through the Spell descriptions carefully, trying to figure out which, if any, he could replicate:
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Spell Scroll: Elemental Bombardment
Rank: Novice 1
Minimum Requirements: Int 35, Mana Control Adept 5
Aspects Needed: Air, Earth, Fire, Water 
SP Cost: 2,619 base; 1048 / 4 extra projectiles
Duration: Instant
Description: With this Spell, a Wizard chooses a single spot out to sight range and rains elemental damage on all creatures within 30’ of that spot.  This Spell creates 12 projectiles initially, three of each elemental type, and the caster can create more as desired by adding extra SP.  Extra projectiles can only be conjured in batches of four, one of each elemental type.  The projectiles fire automatically, 1 / s, and do 49 LP damage of that elemental type to all creatures within their blast radius.  Once selected, the targeted spot cannot be changed by the Wizard.
Scroll Cost: 702 gold
Spell Scroll: Call Elemental
Rank: Novice 1
Minimum Requirements: Int 65, Mana Control Master 1
Aspects Needed: One element, Nature, Spirit 
SP Cost: 11,714 
Duration: 1 Day
Description: Upon casting this Spell, a Wizard creates a 10’ cube of one type of elemental matter, chosen at the moment of casting, and imbues it with temporary life and intelligence.  The elemental created is bound to the Wizard for a full day and will serve to the best of its ability, including fighting in combat.  If it is reduced to 0 LP, the elemental is banished and cannot return for 7 full days, so elementals rarely fight to the death if they can avoid it. 
Scroll Cost: 1,432 gold
Spell Scroll: Calming Wind
Rank: Novice 1
Minimum Requirements: Int 50, Mana Control Expert 1
Aspects Needed: Air, Mind
SP Cost: 3,170 
Duration: 10 minutes
Description: When casting this Spell, a Wizard creates a gentle breeze that swirls through an area up to 60’ in radius.  Any creature in this area, including the caster, must make an opposed check to take any violent or aggressive action: the creature’s [Cha + Level] versus the caster’s [Int + Level].  The caster gets a +1 bonus to this check for every 10 levels of this Spell.  A new check must be made every time a creature attempts a new aggressive action.  Affected creatures can freely move out of the area and can make attacks from beyond the radius of the Spell on those within it. 
Scroll Cost: 780 gold
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Aranos quickly added some notes as he read through the Spell descriptions.  The first Spell he knew he could create; it used aspects he’d already unlocked, and he could see ways to replicate its effects.  In fact, he had a feeling he might be able to improve on those effects.  It was sort of a “fire and forget” version of his Elemental Barrage Spell, one that affected a much larger area and couldn’t be targeted, and he could imagine adding the ability to shift targets or to fire more than one projectile at once to do composite mana damage.  He could see uses for something like that, especially when attacking fortified positions.
The other Spells, though, were beyond him right now.  Seeing them was a good motivator, though, since one weakness of the Spells he’d crafted was that they lacked subtlety.  He could paralyze a creature or weaken them, but he couldn’t calm down a raging monster or summon a spirit to guard his party while they slept.  He needed to make discovering his Enhanced aspects a priority; they would undoubtedly open up entirely new avenues of magic for him.  Still, he jotted down the Spell descriptions and effects.  While he couldn’t create them now, he would probably be able to replicate them eventually, and having an idea of the kinds of things he might be able to do with Enhanced mana would jump-start the process once he’d unlocked one or two new aspects.
He closed the window and stepped back from the pillar, moving aside as an elf slipped forward to stand where he’d just been.  In addition to the more complex Spells, he’d noted a half-dozen simpler ones whose effects were things he could replicate but had never thought to.  Many of the Wizard Spells, he was surprised to notice, were designed to affect people or things other than the caster, such as a Spell that strengthened someone’s existing armor, or one that granted another a brief boost of Speed.  That was an area he had simply overlooked: he had Spells that did damage, and ones that empowered him, but he really only had a couple that would boost his party members.  Fortunately, most of those Spells seemed easy enough to replicate, so it was an oversight he could quickly repair.
After his foray to the Store was done, Aranos willed his tattoo to guide him to the Library.  As he approached the heavy doors barring the center of learning, he held up his left hand before the door’s access rune.  He felt a small surge of power race from his palm to the rune and back, and the doors began to swing slowly open.  He still hadn’t fully decoded that runeform, although he also hadn’t really tried very hard.  From what he’d pieced together, the runeform itself didn’t hold the door closed or open it.  Instead, it seemed to disrupt whatever effect did keep the door shut; he didn’t know if the effect was then reversed, making the door swing open that way, or if another Enchantment or runeform was actually opening the large portal.  It didn’t really matter; he hadn’t really had a door he’d wanted to keep shut that badly so far, so while he had a snapshot of the runeform, it wasn’t high on his list of things to examine.
The Library was a vast space, the largest single area Aranos had yet seen in the House of Stars, and it was filled with rows and rows of books.  Tables and workbenches were scattered throughout, each with scatterings of elves sitting alone or in small groups, reading and talking quietly to one another.  Aranos walked swiftly into the stacks, wandering until he found a space that was relatively unobtrusive, and took a deep breath.
“Grandmaster Ruehnar,” he spoke softly, his voice barely audible even in the quiet of the hushed surroundings, “I’ve got something I think you’d be interested in hearing about and a favor to ask.”
“That is somewhat more likely with you than with most others in this House, Lord Evenshade,” a calm, unruffled voice spoke from behind Aranos.  The aleen turned around and saw the ancient Head Librarian step out from between two rows of books.  Where he’d come from, Aranos had no clue; Ruehnar claimed that he knew everything that happened and heard everything that was said in his Library, and he seemed to be able to appear anywhere within it instantly.  Whether that was an effect of the Library itself or an Ability of the bald, wizened elf, Aranos couldn’t say.
“Yet, it is still unlikely, in all fairness, as there is very little I have not seen nor witnessed in my years.  Perhaps you will surprise me, though.  Tell me what you must first, and we will see if it will influence my decision about the requested favor.” 
Since Ruehnar was by far the oldest-looking elf Aranos had yet seen, the Sorcerer didn’t doubt that it took a great deal to catch him off-guard.  He’d only seen it happen once, when the elf had found out that Keryth had enslaved Dirue, and that one moment of pique had honestly terrified Aranos.  The calm, lazy-sounding façade hid a deep and unfathomable well of power that Aranos hoped one day to merely approach, much less equal. 
Aranos quickly described the encounters he and his party had the night before, and what he’d seen in the forest that morning.  The elf listened patiently, finally shaking his head. 
“I am fairly certain I know what is happening, Aranos.  No, I will not tell you,” he held up a hand, smiling gently.  “If I am correct – and doubtless I am – then this is a mystery well within your abilities to solve, and maybe an interesting challenge for you.”
A blinking, blue notification appeared in Aranos’ vision, but he ignored the new notification.  “My party and I are leaving soon for Antas.  We won’t be able to investigate this, so I wanted to make sure the House of Stars was aware.  Plus, I was thinking that maybe the other Travelers in Eredain could look into it, if you don’t mind.”
Ruehnar nodded his head thoughtfully.  “Indeed, young Geltheriel’s Cleansing Quest.  Surely, that must take priority.  And yet, had you looked at my proffered Quest, you would know that it is likely too difficult for those other bands of Travelers, unless they have come much farther than I would deem possible since I saw them last.”
“I was thinking of offering it to all of them, together, sir,” Aranos grinned.  “You’re right that individually, they’d probably be overmatched, but together?  They might have a chance.”
“And I assume that your companions are presenting this to their Houses, as well?” Ruehnar asked, one eyebrow raised inquisitively.  When Aranos nodded, the old elf continued, “Then I must adjust the offered reward, for surely those of the Houses of Blades, Twilight, and the Sickle will offer similar Quests.”  The elf frowned for a moment before nodding his head.  “There, that should be appropriate.  Examine the Quest and see if it seems fair.”
Aranos pulled up the new notification and smiled inwardly as he read it:
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Quest Offered: A Gathering of Darkness
Grandmaster Ruehnar of the House of Stars calls upon all Traveler Wizards to investigate the strange behavior of the Shadowborn near Eredain.
Objective: Discover the cause of the strange attacks by the Shadowed creatures near Eredain.
Difficulty: B
Reward: 3,000 XP, 50 gold, increased reputation with the Stronghold of Eredain, increased reputation in elven lands.
Additional Reward: Any Wizard that completes this Quest may petition for access to the House of Stars.
Failure Condition: Fail to uncover the cause of the Shadowborn gathering within 14 days. 
Failure Penalty: Decreased reputation in elven lands, ???
Shareable Quest: This Quest may be shared with others.  Participants will receive rewards commensurate with their participation.
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
[image: ]
Aranos closed out the notification without making a selection; he wasn’t sure if choosing ‘No’ would prohibit him from sharing the Quest out.  The reward seemed small at first, but he considered Ruehnar’s words and understood.  It sounded like the other Houses would probably be offering a similar Quest, probably with comparable rewards, and while a reward of 3,000 XP wasn’t even enough for most of the Travelers to level up at this point, a reward of 12,000 XP would probably give them at least two levels.  Granted, it looked like not all of them would receive that full reward, but even half of that would probably bump them up a level.  Plus, he’d found that most Quests had little extra ways to get more XP and greater rewards if you just looked hard enough for them; that was something he’d have to make sure he shared with the Travelers.  There was always more beneath the surface in these Quests.
“That’s perfect, sir.  Thank you very much.”  As he read over the Quest, though, he frowned.  “Sir, can I ask you a favor?  You once told me that every Quest started here, in the Library…”
Ruehnar sighed.  “I wondered if you would consider that,” he said a bit tiredly.  “Yes, you may tell the Traveler Wizards that they may use this Library, under the following restrictions.  First, they must treat this House and all members within with the utmost respect.  Any unruliness or aggression, and they may consider themselves lucky if I merely slay them and send them to be reborn.
“Second, they may only use the Library for the purposes of this Quest.  If they stray and seek out materials for their own gain, assure them that I will know instantly, and they will be exiled from this Library and may not later petition for entry into the House of Stars.
“Third, they may avail themselves of no other benefits of this House until they have earned those through completion of this Quest.  Do my restrictions seem fair?”
“More than fair, sir, and I’ll make sure they know the consequences.”
“And if they hear your words but choose to ignore them, Lord Evenshade?” Ruehnar asked calmly.  “What would you have us do, then?”
“Then they’ve earned whatever consequence you decide to give them, as far as I’m concerned,” the Sorcerer replied, his voice hardening.  “I trust you, sir.  If you say they stepped over the line, then they stepped over the line.  At least, so long as you’re the one saying that.” 
As he spoke, his thoughts turned to Master Rychell, whose only son had been slaughtered by a Traveler for absolutely no reason.  Unfortunately, Aranos knew that some players were like that; they only saw NPCs as a source of extra gold and XP, either by granting Quests or in their deaths.  Be that as it may, Rychell was left with an apparent dislike for all Travelers – not that Aranos could really blame him – and if he were the one accusing the players of some sort of misbehavior, Aranos would have been immediately suspicious.  Ruehnar, though, had earned Aranos’ respect, and he would take the old elf at his word.
“A wise addition to your words,” Ruehnar replied drily.  “Is that the favor you were requesting?  If so, I commend you on your prescience.”
“Um, no sir,” Aranos said quickly.  “One of the aspects I’m working on unlocking requires the Skill Elven Lore.  I was wondering…”
“Ah, the Mind aspect,” Ruehnar interrupted.  “A choice I would not have expected from you, if I may be so bold.  It demands subtlety, patience, and tends to be unreliable at best.  I presumed that you would prefer Spatial or Nature, as these are more direct and better suited for the types of combat you seem to find yourself in.”
“Well, I’m hoping to unlock more than one of them,” the Sorcerer hedged.  “I can see how Mind mana could be really useful if you wanted to deal with someone quietly without hurting them.”
“The use of Mind Spells on others is always damaging, Lord Evenshade, no matter how skilled the practitioner.  Our minds are filled with flows of this energy, all woven in specific patterns that make us who we are.  Disturbances to those patterns – even the most subtle – will leave lasting damage and mental scars that are long in healing.  It is magic best used sparingly and only with great knowledge.”
The ancient elf paused, considering.  “To that end, I believe I have what you seek.”  The elf reached over to a nearby shelf and produced a heavy tome that Aranos swore hadn’t been there a moment ago.  The librarian handed the book to Aranos.
“If I am not mistaken, your previous studies should have granted you the Novice rank of this Skill, albeit undoubtedly Untrained, correct?  This work will take you far into the Adept ranks, should you study it carefully; it is not merely a history of elves, but a treatise of our culture, tendencies, belief systems, and so on.  With it, you may be able to minimize the damage you can inflict with Spells of the mind, which is surely the goal of any practitioner.  Take it with you, but care for it well and return it when you are once again in elven lands.”
“Thank you, sir,” Aranos said, carefully taking the book and stowing it in his Storage Bag.  “But – that book wasn’t just sitting right there, was it?”
“You have not yet taken my words to heart, it seems,” the old man chuckled.  “Within my Library, I know all that occurs and can be anywhere I must, even if that means being in more than one place at a time.”  When Aranos looked confused, the elf shook his head.  “You may one day understand these things, Aranos, but today is not likely that day.  Simply accept that there is little that is beyond me in this Library. 
“Now, go and pass the message to your Traveler companions, and we will see if they are as clever at solving riddles as you are.”  The elf stepped around a shelf of books and vanished, leaving Aranos to find his way back through the stacks.  It took him several minutes – and numerous wrong turns – but eventually, Aranos headed out of the Library and back through the House of Stars until he reached the portal back to Eredain.
From there, the Sorcerer walked to the House of the Moon, where the High Dreamer awaited him.  The House was dimly lit with silvery globes of light that vaguely resembled moonlight.  Vaporous mists filled the air, laced with soporific herbs designed to calm the emotions and relax the minds of all within.  His Herbalism Skill rendered him immune to such effects, but the last time she’d been here, Geltheriel had nearly fallen asleep from the strong fumes.  Only his giving her some strong stimulants had allowed her to fight off the effects of the mist, and since then, she’d refused to return.  While the stimulants had worked, they also apparently tasted “like an uruk’s codpiece”, whatever that meant.
As always, Aranos was greeted by a cloaked and cowled figure of indeterminate age and gender.  None of the members of the House, save the High Dreamer himself, had ever revealed their faces to Aranos, and he doubted they ever would.  Members of the House of the Moon were supposed to give up their ties to their old lives and were never addressed by name, nor were they allowed to show their faces.  The idea was that by suppressing their individuality, the Diviners of the House made themselves far more trustworthy and less likely to bias their divinations.  In practice, Aranos wasn’t sure how effective the practice was.  After all, one member’s attempt to swindle Aranos out of his unique Traveler memories had led to the pair being attacked by the dark god Morx – or an avatar of that god, Aranos corrected mentally – which had then led to the lessons Aranos was receiving now.
The cowled figure took Aranos back to the High Dreamer’s room, leaving Aranos to step through an inky, black portal.  That portal led to a large, round room filled to capacity with pillows, cushions, and blankets.  At first, Aranos had wondered why the Dreamer would have so many pillows scattered about, but spending time in the Realm of Dreams daily had taught him how important it was to make sure your physical body was comfortable.  He’d woken up after their first foray so stiff and sore that it took him almost a half hour to be able to stand up straight.
“Welcome, Lord Evenshade,” the High Dreamer spoke in his melodious voice.  “Are you prepared for our journey into the dreamscape today?”
“Into the dreamscape?” Aranos repeated, frowning.  So far, the High Dreamer hadn’t let him enter the Realm of Dreams himself; he’d only been brought into the dream world and carried along by the High Dreamer.  They’d done all their practicing, instead, in a simulated dream world the High Dreamer possessed.
“You are close to achieving your goal and completing your Quest with me,” the High Dreamer replied.  “However, you are not so close that we can reach it through more practice today.  We will instead venture into the Realm of Dreams, where I will challenge your mind and will in a series of tests.  You may still not reach the level you seek, and if this is so, you must decide what you will do.”
Aranos nodded, but he felt a brief spike of fear as he thought about his misadventures in the dreamscape.  The avatar of Morx had sensed his presence and tried to trap him in the dreamworld, and although he’d managed to escape, he didn’t imagine the god would allow that to happen again.  Morx had underestimated Aranos the first time; Aranos couldn’t count on that occurring twice. 
“Be at ease,” the High Dreamer said reassuringly.  “I will be present at all times; should the shield you build to protect yourself falter, I will take it up instantly, and we will return to the Dreamstone.  There is no need to fear, and indeed, your fear will be a lodestone for those terrors that lurk in the dreamscape.  Stop and calm yourself before we continue.”
Aranos complied, settling on the pillows into a comfortable position.  The various cushions offered differing levels of support and softness, and Aranos took some time to make sure that he had the pillows arranged exactly as he liked them.  He closed his eyes and began some deep breathing exercises the High Dreamer had taught him, clearing his mind and ridding himself of his emotions.  Feeling strong emotion in the dreamscape, he’d learned, was like holding up a flashing sign saying, “Aranos is here!”  It made his presence visible to far too many nightmares and terrors that hunted the dream world.
Once his thoughts were clear, he felt a gentle brush against the barriers of his mind as the High Dreamer reached out to guide him into sleep.  That was a downside to his Herbalism Skill: while it kept him from being overcome by the vapors in this place, it also kept those same vapors from lulling him to sleep.  The High Dreamer could help him to sleep, but that ability only worked on a willing creature, so Aranos had to allow the Dreamer’s gentle probe to access his mind.
The Sorcerer lowered his mental barriers for the briefest of instants.   Immediately, he found himself standing in a world of swirling, white mists and soft, gentle light that seemed to come from everywhere at once.  He recognized this as the Dreamstone, a gateway between the Realm of Dreams and Ka, and he glanced to the side to see the High Dreamer’s cowled form standing beside him. 
“When you are ready, my student, enter the dreamscape,” the figure spoke, its voice seeming to resonate from everywhere at once. 
Aranos took a deep breath and closed his eyes once more, willing himself to leave the Dreamstone and enter the Realm of Dreams.  He opened his eyes, and instantly, his senses were assaulted by a maddening cacophony of images.  Visions he didn’t understand filled his eyes, while voices he couldn’t comprehend echoed in his ears.  A thousand scents swirled in his nose, and he felt the touch of clammy skin and burning sand at the same instant.  He spun in every direction without moving as the chaos of the dreamscape washed over him, trying to tear his mind apart.
Aranos focused his thoughts, starting by deciding on a direction that would be ‘down’.  He willed gravity to manifest itself, and instantly, the maddening spinning stopped, his body orienting in the chaos.  The last time he was here, he’d created a wide, forest glen as a safe space, a place outside of the chaos of the dreams, but that had been a mistake.  That island of solidity was a beacon to anyone who knew what to look for in this realm, and it screamed his presence.  Still, his mind wouldn’t hold out indefinitely against the torrent of sensations he was experiencing; already, he felt a swirl of nausea rush through him, and a dull ache was beginning to grow in the back of his head.
He reached out with his will to the nearby dreams, pushing them back to arm’s length and holding them there, away from his dream body.  The flood of sensation stilled at once, and he let out a sigh of relief as his senses returned to normal.  Using his training, Aranos forged a reflection of the dreams nearest him, fashioning those images into a wall to hold the madness at bay.  It took him less than a minute; here, in this realm, almost anything was possible if you could will it to happen.  Willpower reigned in this place, not magic or muscle.
“Very well done,” the High Dreamer’s voice sounded from all around Aranos.  “I can hardly feel your presence at all, and were I slightly more distant, I doubt I would feel even that.  Your barrier is respectable, my student.  Now, let us see how it fares during a Dreamwalk.
“Here is your first test,” the voice continued.  As it spoke, Aranos gained a sudden mental image of a female elf, tall, blonde-haired, with a squarish jaw and large, almost liquid eyes.  He felt the woman’s presence acutely, could sense the hardness of the shell she’d built to mask the gentle core beneath. 
“Find this woman,” the elf instructed.  “I will answer no questions; you must use the information I have given you, which should be sufficient.”
Aranos nodded and recalled the mental image of the woman.  He concentrated on it, trying to capture the feeling of her as much as possible, then willed her to appear before him.  The dreamscape around him stuttered, shifted, and began to slide past.  It moved slowly at first, but as he bent his will to the task, his mental image of the woman solidified, and the maelstrom swept past with ever-increasing speed.  As his tiny island of stability slid through the dreamscape, the reflected images about him shifted to match the flickering visions they passed.  It took a tiny amount of his focus to keep grabbing images and mirroring them in his barrier, but it was necessary.  If he’d held the same images the whole time, that mote of order would have declared his presence as loudly as his original island had. 
Time was mostly meaningless in the dreamscape, as was distance.  How long it would take to reach his destination was a matter of his Willpower and Wisdom Stats; it could be as little as a minute or as long as an hour.  He kept his focus on the mental image he held and forced himself to be patient; frustration or irritation would just make the trip take longer and would display his presence. 
Fortunately, the High Dreamer had apparently chosen a target that was at least within the Elven Realms, since Aranos’ clock told him they’d been traveling for less than 10 minutes before the dreamscape started to slow, eventually stilling entirely.  Aranos pushed out his safe space a few feet before him and willed the woman to appear.  A moment later, the figure of the tall, blonde elf stepped out of the maelstrom and stood a bit haughtily before Aranos.
“Why have you sought me out, aleen?” the woman asked, her mouth very close to a sneer.  “Who are you to travel the dreamscape so?”
“He is my student, Sunderer,” the High Dreamer’s voice rang out all around them.  “As you know, you are usually the target of the first serious journey I ask them to make.”
The woman grunted.  “Forgive me, High Dreamer,” she said tersely.  “This one appears different from the others; I believe this is the first time I have seen one of your students’ faces.”
“And it will likely be the last time, as Lord Evenshade is a special case.  In any case, please release her, my student, so she can return to her own mind.”
Aranos complied, and the image of the woman vanished back into the sea of chaos.  “Her own mind?” he asked curiously.  “Did I just pull her mind out of her body for a moment?  Does that mean that when I talk to someone who’s not sleeping, their body is frozen?  What if I did that to someone in combat…”
The High Dreamer’s voice chuckled all around him.  “Have no fears of that, my student.  When you speak in the Dreamscape, what you see is but a small part of your target’s mind, that part that exists in dreams.  To the Sunderer, that encounter is something she now remembers as one recalls a vivid dream, one that fades only very slowly over time.  Her waking mind was not aware of your conversation at all.”
Aranos frowned; he wondered how the AIs were handling that for his conversations with Phil.  Obviously, they couldn’t split off part of a player’s mind and have it exist separately from them, which meant that Phil could only exist in one place at a time…
“When you and Phil are talking, we puppet his body in game,” Veronica’s voice explained.  “To be honest, that’s part of how long it takes you to reach him; we have to make sure that you don’t try to pull him away in the middle of combat, or in some other important situation.  When he’s just walking along with his party, though, we’ve learned his mannerisms well enough to make his responses believable without saying important.  It’s not easy, and it’s one reason we made Dreamer a Restricted Class.”
Aranos wasn’t sure how he felt about the idea that Phil’s body was being controlled by an AI, even temporarily, but he reminded himself that it wasn’t really Phil’s body.  It was a digital construct, and the AIs ran it all the time anyway.  Phil’s mind might give them directions, but it was the AIs who actually made the body move, talk, cast Spells, etc.  He supposed it was a lot better than the AIs trying to split Phil’s mind into two separate personalities, after all.
“Here is your next test,” the High Dreamer spoke, interrupting Aranos’ thoughts.  “Locate this individual for me, my student.”  Aranos instantly got a mental impression of a large human, but this sense was far less clear.  He concentrated on it, trying to pick out salient images or traits, but the Dreamer simply hadn’t given him enough information to make out those sorts of details.  Still, he knew that the Dreamer wouldn’t have set him an impossible task, so there had to be a way to gain a sense of this human, somehow.
Rather than push harder, Aranos allowed his thoughts to relax and drift freely as he considered the problem.  This was a trick he used frequently; while his conscious mind drifted, his subconscious could chew over the information and guide him down the proper path.  Often, he found himself so bogged down in minutiae that he missed the forest for the trees, and this trick was his mental equivalent of taking a step back and seeing the bigger picture.
He stopped as he considered that concept.  He was looking for details, trying to pin down one thing that would distinguish this person from every other human out there, but those details didn’t exist.  That didn’t mean that he didn’t have any information, though; he did have a series of vague impressions of the human eating messily, how their clothing was spotted with burns, that their voice rumbled, and so on.  Individually, none of these were very distinguishing; taken together, though, they might provide enough information to single one person out of the multitudes. 
Instead of concentrating on a specific sense of the target, Aranos mentally wove a tapestry of those ephemeral impressions, wrapping them about an unknown human form, and willing that form to appear before him.   The dreamscape around him shuddered, tensed as if it were about to shift, but settled, unmoving.  Aranos took a breath and tried again, pouring his focus onto that admittedly vague image and demanding that it appear before him.  Once again, the dreamscape shuddered, shifted slightly…and slowly began to slide past.  Aranos bent his will to the task, and gradually the dreamscape picked up speed until it was zipping past him in a blur of chaotic imagery. 
Still, he could tell that he wasn’t moving as quickly through the dreamscape as he had before, when he had a better sense of the individual.  Holding the mental image before him required a great deal more of his Willpower, meaning there was less energy available for him to pour into their transit.  They were moving at a decent pace, though, and he felt he could probably hold the image for long enough to reach their destination, wherever that might be.
As he slid through the Realm of Dreams, he recalled how, on his last trip in the dream world, he’d drawn energy from the Realm itself to power his travel and speed his trip.  Curious, he reached out mentally and grasped the raw dream energy about him, channeling it into his body and trickling it into his mental construct.  The world about him shuddered for a moment, but immediately, he felt his speed through the dreamscape increase.  He drew more power and sent it rushing into the construct, and once more, his speed drastically increased. 
“Hold, my student,” the High Dreamer’s voice echoed warningly around him.  “The sense of your presence is beginning to escape from your shield.  Guide some of your energy into the barrier about you, or release some of the power you have gathered from the dreamscape.”
Aranos obediently redirected a tendril of energy into the whirling sea of reflected visions surrounding him.  He hadn’t even noticed that the mirrored dreams had grown faintly transparent, but they immediately grew opaque, obscuring the nightmarish chaos beyond them once more. 
“That is more than sufficient,” the High Dreamer said in approving voice.   “I can barely sense your presence now, even from such a short distance.  I recommend that, if possible, you always empower your mental barrier so.”
Their passage through the dream world was seamless and silent after that, and as they slowed, Aranos’ clock told him they had been traveling for only 20 minutes or so.  Once more, he widened his stable zone and willed the image before him to appear, trickling power from the dream world into the image as he did.  The form that materialized before him only distantly resembled his mental image of it.  This man sported a large beard, wasn’t quite as heavy-set as Aranos had imagined, and had a scarred face with multiple pock marks dotting it.  The figure also seemed a bit more solid than it normally did, and the man looked about in seeming confusion at the swirling kaleidoscope of images. 
“What…who are you?” the man demanded in a deep, rumbling baritone, his gaze settling on Aranos.  “How’d you bring me here?  Is this the dream world?”
“It is, Master Thunderstrike,” the High Dreamer’s voice spoke soothingly.  “My newest pupil has learned how to bring you here somewhat more fully than my previous students.  Please forgive the intrusion.  Lord Evenshade, please release him.”
Aranos complied, and the man’s image slowly faded away rather than vanishing instantly.  It first lost its solidity, becoming indistinct and blurred, before it swirled back into the surrounding maelstrom.  “That was different,” the Sorcerer murmured softly.  “I’ve never seen that happen before.”
“Because you have never empowered your image so, before,” the High Dreamer’s voice responded, sounding a bit cold, and Aranos detected a distinct undertone of irritation in it.  “You also did not tell me that you had the Skill Dreamstriding, rather than Dreamwalking, Lord Evenshade.  Is there a reason for this?”
Aranos shifted uncomfortably as he replied.  “Yes, there was, I guess.  I didn’t know you at the time, and we’d just been through that whole thing where the other Dreamer and I encountered…”
“Do not speak his name here!” the Dreamer’s voice rang out sharply.  “I know of whom you speak.”
Aranos paused; could Morx really hear his name being spoken in the Realm of Dreams?  It sort of made sense: the god was the Lord of Nightmares, so Aranos assumed he was pretty powerful in this world.  “Okay, so, yeah, that had just happened, and you were already kind of flustered because I’d learned the Dreamwalking Skill.  I thought that if I told you it had Evolved, you might get angry.”
The High Dreamer sighed.  “One more way that the Dreamer’s betrayal harmed us both, Lord Evenshade.  Now that I know you possess this Skill, I believe I have a way that you can reach the Expert ranking today…it will be dangerous, though, so I cannot command you to do it.”
Aranos started to volunteer for the task – anything that got him to the Expert ranking was worth trying, after all – but hesitated.  If the High Dreamer considered something dangerous, Aranos should definitely at least hear what it was before agreeing.  “What do you want me to do?”
“I will give you an image to find, but it will not be a comfortable one.  This individual is not of the Light and dwells in the Lands of Shadow.  They are also not precisely mortal, so you must be cautious in your dealings with them.  Do you wish to attempt it?”
Aranos frowned thoughtfully.  “What would I have to do?”
“As you are aware, a Dreamwalker’s Abilities are powered solely by their Willpower, no matter how skilled they are.  Even I, with all of my training, can only use my inherent will and knowledge to interact with the dreamscape.
“A Dreamstrider, though, has learned how to tap into the energies of the Realm of Dreams to empower their Abilities.  It is an ancient Skill, and while it is very rare, it is not unheard-of in the Elven Realms.  You can do much that a Dreamwalker of your Skill level would deem impossible, for the simple reason that without being able to empower themselves, they simply lack the Willpower to perform these tasks. 
“Traveling across the border into the Nightmare Realms is one such task that one of your Skill should find impossible,” the Dreamer continued.  “However, by empowering your travel, it might be possible.  Should you make the trip and return, I would consider your Quest fulfilled, even should it not push you to the Expert ranks. Are you willing to make the attempt?”
Aranos considered the proffered task for a moment before nodding.  “Yeah, I’ll give it a try,” he said slowly.  “But why is crossing into the Shadowed Lands so difficult?  I’ve never had a problem crossing the Blightlands.”
“They are two very different things, Lord Evenshade,” the High Dreamer said solemnly.  “The Blightlands are not representative of the Realms of Darkness, except perhaps for the outermost parts of the Darkbringer’s Blood Realm.  The Shadowed Realms are empires in their own right, populated with great cities.  Farmers work the fields beneath the blazing sun, merchants peddle their wares, and adventurers travel the countryside, seeking fame and fortune.  However, all exist under a shadowy pall, as each knows they exist at the sufferance of the more powerful around them.  Life is cheap there, and hatred, terror, and murder are constant companions.
“Those dark emotions resonate here in the Realm of Dreams, my student, and it exists as a barrier that must be crossed.  To do so is to step into a sea of torment, as the dreams of those in those lands are nightmarish and often quite bloody.  Even worse, creatures of much darker souls than mortals possess make their homes in the Shadow, and you may see the dreams of those beasts, as well.
“The journey requires an incredible will, for you must pass that barrier both traveling there and returning.  However, for a Dreamstrider, it is possible…if just barely.”
Aranos sighed; this sounded pretty dangerous, but he couldn’t actually die in the dreamscape, at least.  The worst that could happen is that he would awaken in his own body with a serious debuff but otherwise unharmed.  At least, that’s what the High Dreamer had told him, and so far, the elf hadn’t been wrong about the Realm of Dreams.
“Okay, show me who I have to find,” he said at last.  Instantly, an image appeared in his vision, with crystal clarity and perfect detail.  The individual in question was a young-looking humanoid, of a race Aranos didn’t recognize, with dark hair and unusually ruddy skin.  His appearance was immaculate, and Aranos could sense that he took inordinate pride in it, to the point of narcissism.  Beneath that veneer, though, Aranos felt a presence far darker and more ancient.  Anger, hatred, and betrayal radiated from the man, directed not at an individual but at the world in general, and Aranos knew that, given the chance, this creature would raze civilization to the ground. 
Aranos hesitated for a moment; the sense of his target was something alien to anything he’d felt before.  He wasn’t sure if this was a good idea, in all honesty, but it was the only way to complete this Quest before leaving the Stronghold.  Sighing, he called up the image and bent his will to it, urging it to appear before him.  At first, nothing happened; the dreamscape didn’t even shudder in response to his efforts.  He stopped and tried again, this time reaching out into the sea of chaos about him and drawing power into himself.  He dumped that energy into the image, again willing it to appear before him, and instantly, the dreamscape began to shift and slide past him.  As he moved, he shifted a tendril of power into the shield of dreams hiding his presence, and he felt it solidify around him.  He continued to pull power from the maelstrom, guiding it into his two constructs.  The dreamscape sped by, the minutes passing as he raced along with ever-increasing velocity. 
Suddenly, the dream world shook and trembled about him.  Flashes of crimson and ebony streaked through the maelstrom, drenching his skin in a bloody light.  It felt as if his bubble had run into a thick morass of some foul liquid, and his forward progress all but halted.  Gruesome faces flashed across his barrier, leering and screaming in agony, and a spike of pressure gripped his mind as the visions squeezed his shield, clamoring to be let into his safe zone.
The Sorcerer felt a surge of anger rise up in him, driving back the mental assault, and he shoved aside the hideous images and tuned out the wails of torment with an effort of will.  He pulled more power from the maelstrom, ignoring the slick, almost greasy feel of the energy, and drove his will toward reaching his goal.  Once more, the dreamscape shuddered, and he heard an audible groan as if the realm itself were pained by his presence.  The sensation of being stuck lingered for a moment until suddenly, the world around him lurched, and he was once more speeding toward his destination, slowly gaining speed as he traveled.
He saw instantly what the High Dreamer was talking about; the Realm of Dreams was subtly different here.  The swirling visions were just as chaotic, but they felt darker, more menacing.  Blood rushed through many of them, and faces filled with terror and pain flashed across his barrier time and again.  A palpable sense of fear, loss, and anger filled the dreamscape, and he had to concentrate to keep those feelings from rising up within him to match his surroundings.  Even the power he was drawing felt tainted somehow, as if the despair surrounding him had soaked into the energy of the dream world. 
He continued to concentrate, but he was starting to feel the strain of this journey.  Fatigue nibbled at the edges of his mind, and it was becoming more of an effort to hold out the cacophony of madness surrounding him.  Still, he set his jaw and plowed ahead; he’d always believed that anything worth doing was probably hard to do.
The dreamscape slowed about him, and he relaxed his hold on his image, easing his will away from it.  From what the High Dreamer had said – not to mention the sense he’d gained of the creature he was about to meet – Aranos had no illusions that this would be a peaceful or calm meeting.  To paraphrase a classic movie, only a very great fool would go into this encounter unprepared, and Aranos wasn’t a great fool.  At least, he hoped not.
He reached out into the maelstrom, gathering power around him and forming it into a Spell.  Normally, this was considered impossible in the dreamscape; Wizards were cut off from mana, here, so they were unable to cast Spells.  Aranos knew how to use the energy of the dreamscape instead of mana, though – a discovery he’d made in extreme desperation – so he could at least make himself as prepared as possible.  He began by layering energy about himself, coating his body in an invisible layer of force that would shield him from most attacks.  He pumped energy into his body, empowering his dream form, and built a disc of power under his feet that would protect him from attacks from below. 
Once he felt prepared, Aranos recalled the image of his target and slowly applied his will to it.   The dreamscape shifted once more, but only slowly, and a few moments later, his motion stilled completely.  The Sorcerer set his jaw and willed the image in his mind to appear before him.  At first, nothing happened, something Aranos hadn’t experienced before.  He took another deep breath and drew power from the dreamscape, pouring it into that image, demanding that it manifest.
Slowly, a shape formed from the maelstrom, but Aranos knew right away that what was coming wasn’t precisely what he’d planned to call.  The form that coalesced in front of him was large, at least 8’ tall, and so thin it looked emaciated.  Its arms were short compared to its body, but each ended in a hand with far too many fingers.  The creature’s head was birdlike, with large, blood-red eyes, no nose, and a gleaming, black, raptor’s beak.  Its skin was mottled pink and scarlet, and bits of flesh dripped from it as it stood before Aranos.  The monster clacked its beak warily, glancing around in seeming confusion, before its eyes settled on Aranos.
“You dare summon me!” the creature’s voice suddenly roared through the maelstrom, whipping the visions about Aranos into a sudden frenzy.  Although its beak hadn’t moved, its voice filled every pocket and corner of the dreamscape, echoing with rage and hatred.  “Do you know who I am?”
“Not particularly, and I don’t want to find out,” Aranos muttered, releasing his mental image and allowing the creature to fade back into the waking world.  “Bye!”  The creature’s form faded for a moment before snapping back into an even more solid-looking presence.
“No, you will not flee so easily!” the beast roared, leaping at Aranos, its hands outstretched.  At the same moment, a pair of golden chains burst from the edge of the Sorcerer’s safe zone, snaking swiftly toward him, reaching for his hands. 
In a moment of panic, Aranos leaped backward, his right hand lifting to point toward the onrushing creature.  Power surged down his arm, and a swirling, multi-hued bullet raced from his palm, slamming into the monster’s chest.  The creature howled as black blood spurted from the wound, but it ignored the injury and slammed into Aranos, bearing him to the ground.  He felt a pair of clicks against his wrists as the two chains wrapped around his arms, pulling them taut and holding them spread out to the side, helpless.
The creature on top of him laughed evilly, and Aranos heard its voice start to echo through the dreamscape, no doubt about to tell him all the horrible things it was going to do to him.  Before it could utter a word, though, a pair of stone pillars erupted from the space to each side of Aranos’ head.  The pillars smashed into the monster’s chest, launching it into the air, freeing Aranos from its grasp.   At the same time, he released the armor covering his wrists and hands, allowing him to slip free of the binding chains and scramble to his feet. 
As he replaced the armor over his extremities, he noticed the chains starting to reach for him once more.  He drew more power and wrapped the metal links in a chunk of ice, freezing them in place.  He turned back to face the monster, expecting another charge, but the creature stood still, staring at Aranos.
“You have power, aleen,” the creature said, its voice almost purring.  “It has been long since I met a Dreamweaver.  And yet, you have not touched on the true potential of your Perk.  A Dreamweaver can do so much more than toss energy about; you could rule this realm, had you the knowledge.”
Aranos resisted the urge to roll his eyes.  “Let me guess, you have the knowledge I need, and with your help I can become the master of the dream world?  Wow, that’s clichéd.  I’m gonna say no thanks.”
“You misunderstand, mortal.  Iggullon the Chainmaster does not bargain.”  As the creature spoke, a half-dozen more golden chains sprouted around Aranos, all winding toward him.  He drew more power and wove a wall of air in a cylinder about him.  The chains struck that wall and rebounded; instead of trying futilely to penetrate the barrier, though, they began to wind about it.  Aranos groaned inwardly as he saw even more of the chains erupt from the maelstrom and begin coiling about his shield.  He felt a gentle pressure as the coils shifted, trying to compress the shield, but he had a feeling that pressure wouldn’t stay gentle for long.
“My current toy has lost much of its entertainment value,” Iggullon’s voice continued to purr.  “It has power, certainly, but not the raw talent that you possess, and it has reached the limit of its usefulness.  You will provide me with much more entertainment, as I use your power to twist the dreams of the Lightborn into…”
Aranos tuned out the villain monologue and forced himself to calmly consider his options.  He could use fire on the chains to melt them, but he wasn’t sure how much power that would take.  Already, he could feel the strain of holding his barrier on his flagging willpower; trying to beat this monster with brute force was probably a losing strategy.  Lightning might work, but only if he knew the chains were connected to Iggullon somehow.  If they were, they’d probably conduct his attack right into the monster.  If they weren’t, though, it would be a waste of energy, since the electricity probably wouldn’t hurt the metal at all.  If this were the waking world, he could use metal mana to control the chains himself, or maybe to weld them all together.  Heck, in the waking world he could probably drain the chains of power or even take control of them using his Mana Vampire Perk…
He blinked as he considered that last thought.  While this realm was different from Ka, the waking world, the energy in it should follow the same rules.  Any way that he could manipulate mana there should have an analog here in the dream world.  He closed his eyes and reached out with his mind, not drawing or pulling the energy around him, but just sensing and feeling it. 
The dream energy felt significantly different from mana.  Raw, unaspected mana, he knew, was like white light: it was a mishmash of different aspects, all jumbled together.  The energy here, though, felt purer somehow, as if there were only one component to it, but also fuzzy, as if it wasn’t very well defined.  Aranos frowned; if the energy was homogenous, how could it manifest as so many different effects?  How could it create both fire and water, for example? 
Curious, he channeled a tendril of power and willed it to form a lash of flame.  The energy in his grasp twisted and shifted, becoming less fuzzy.  He could sense the changes as the energy almost seemed to collapse on itself, shifting from an amorphous, hazy strand into a brand of flame.  He released the energy and felt it shift back into its slightly blurred state, and suddenly, he understood.
The power here is like a quantum waveform, he thought excitedly.  Without will applied to it, it exists as every possible type of energy at once – or no type at all, I guess, depending on how you think about it.  Willpower applied to it forces it into a specific shape, but when that will dissipates, it decoheres back into the waveform.
That meant that his safe zone, the chains, the monster he was facing, even his own body; all of those were nothing but decoherent dream energy bound into place by will.  It was like the dreamscape was a huge sheet of paper, and they were all just creases or twists in it that made them stand out from the rest of the sheet.  That actually greatly simplified things, because it meant that, somewhere, those chains were still connected to the dreamscape, and that connection should be their weak point.
He opened his eyes and saw that his barrier had been squeezed much closer to him while he’d ruminated.  The monstrous Iggullon was still ranting about something – it was currently shrieking about how it would wreak some form of vengeance, it sounded like – but Aranos wasn’t in immediate danger.  He reached out mentally to the chains, feeling their solidity; Iggullon was holding them very firmly, and while Aranos felt he might have a chance to wrest them from the creature in a battle of wills, that would exhaust his already tired mind, and he wasn’t sure what would happen if he ran out of energy while facing this creature.  Nothing good, he was sure.
The Sorcerer instead eased his focus along the links, feeling how they were forged, sensing the patterns that Iggullon had used to create them.  He was glad he hadn’t tried to use lightning; while the chains looked like metal, they were either something quite different or were an alloy of metal he’d never seen before.  In either case, they felt as if they might be incredibly conductive, which meant he might have ended up zapping himself instead of the creature.  His thoughts glided down the links, following one chain until he felt it disperse into a chaotic mass of unformed energy.  Grinning inwardly, he slipped a mental probe into the spot where the two types of power met, gathering it in his grasp, and then solidified it into a vacuum. 
Instantly, the chain he’d been touching stopped squeezing, growing completely still.  Cut off from the energy of the dreamscape, the chain began to fade and shift, swirling back into its amorphous state.  Aranos glanced at Iggullon, seeing if the vulture-like monster had noticed what he’d done, but the beast was currently examining the dreams lining the edge of Aranos’ safe zone.  It reached into one, swirling a finger through it, and instantly Aranos saw the images in the dream cry out in agony.  He felt a twinge of sympathy for whoever was having that dream, but he shook it off and returned his thoughts to the remaining chains.
While Iggullon apparently hadn’t noticed the loss of one chain – or had noticed but simply hadn’t cared, Aranos admitted – the Sorcerer was certain that at some point, his efforts would rouse the beast and draw its attention back to him.  Plus, the longer he took, the closer the chains would get to him, until eventually he’d start to get crushed by his own wind barrier.  He wouldn’t be able to do this piecemeal; he’d have to get all the chains at once.  At the same time, he didn’t know if he could spread his focus across all of those chains at the same time, at least not when he was already tired.
Aranos examined a single chain once more and noticed that while it seemed to sprout from the edge of his safe zone, it actually came from a spot just outside of it.  That made sense; Aranos had more control over his own stable area, and to make chains from that energy, Iggullon would have had to fight Aranos for control of it, first.  With an inward chuckle, Aranos gathered a bit of power from the dreamscape and pushed it into the barrier around his zone.  The wall of reflected visions shifted slightly, then surged outward by no more than a foot in every direction. 
That foot was all Aranos needed, though.  The connection points of the chains were in his safe zone, now, and it was a minor effort to grasp those swirls of dream energy and cut them off.  The chains about him clanked once as they slid to the ground, unmoving, before they began to swirl into mist.
“No!” Iggullon screamed, whirling to face Aranos.  “How dare you…”
Before the creature could finish whatever exclamation of surprise or threat it was about to utter, though, a golden chain shot from the air behind it, wrapping itself around the monster’s throat and yanking back hard.  Aranos heard a mental squawk as Iggullon was jerked off-balance and fell backward.  Its stubby arms and many-fingered hands shot up to grab the chain around its throat, but instantly, two more chains erupted from the ground and pinned its arms in place against its head.  More chains snaked upward, wrapping about its body and clamping its torso and long legs in place.  The creature struggled for a moment, but the chains continued to tighten until finally, it was completely immobilized.
“Those are pretty good chains you made,” Aranos said, still holding his air shield and staying well back from the creature.  He had an image of the monster breaking the chains or somehow being immune to them – after all, it called itself the Chainmaster, which meant that it could have all sorts of weird, chain-related Abilities – and he wasn’t about to become victim of a dumb hero cliché.  “I wonder how long they’ll last if I leave you wrapped in them?  Probably only until I leave the dreamscape, but it’s worth seeing, don’t you think?”
“You are clever, Dreamweaver,” the creature’s voice purred.  “And far more talented than I imagined.  To be able to use my own chains against me is no small feat.  With my knowledge…Awk!”  The creature voice cut off as the chain around its throat tightened quickly. 
“Yeah, still not interested,” Aranos said drily.  “You’re not really very good at this, you know.”  He made sure the chains were as tight as possible before calling up the image of his own body.  He turned his will to it, and the chained form of Iggullon slowly vanished from his safe zone as the dreamscape began to drift past him.  Aranos sighed with relief and channeled a trickle of power into his construct; his mind was exhausted, and his Willpower was down below 20% by this point.  He just needed to get past the barrier separating the Shadowed Lands from the Realms of Light; once there, he could at least rest a bit. 
The barrier came all too suddenly for Aranos.  One moment, he was blithely attempting to ignore the despairing dreams and fear-filled nightmares surrounding him; the next, blackness wrapped around his safe zone, gripping him in its embrace.  Screams of torment and sobs of anguish echoed in his ears, and a foul scent of blood and rotting meat filled the air.  The nightmarish visions felt like skeletal hands, grasping at the walls of his safe zone, attempting to drag him back into the land of fear and nightmares.
He gritted his teeth and poured his waning energy into pushing through the boundary.  His head pounded and twin lances of pain pierced his temples as he watched his Willpower drop below 10%, but he ignored the pain and drew more power from around him.  He dumped the energy into his mental image, driving his will behind it.  The dreamscape shuddered, seemed almost to flex beneath the onslaught of his will, and suddenly accelerated as he slipped through the barrier and out into the comparatively wondrous maelstrom of the Lands of Light.  As he emerged into what he thought of as more normal chaos, he fell to his knees, utterly exhausted.  He barely had enough energy to hold his safe zone intact; even the thought of trying to travel right now made his head pound and his muscles ache.
“I do believe that is sufficient for the lesson,” the High Dreamer’s voice suddenly spoke, filling the air around Aranos.  The fading shield about him solidified, and he felt the dreamscape accelerate past at a truly horrendous velocity.  “Let us now return, Lord Evenshade, and see what you have learned from this.”




Chapter 4

“That is the High Road,” Geltheriel declared as they crested a bare, blackened hill in the midst of the Blightlands.  Aranos looked down and saw a long, gray ribbon snaking through the landscape, breaking up the monotony of the blackened stone and blighted earth around them. 
After his dream training, the rest of the morning had been spectacularly uneventful.  It had only taken the High Dreamer five minutes to bring them back, a journey that would have lasted a half-hour had Aranos been traveling on his own, and the Sorcerer had recovered swiftly once he’d returned to his body and stopped drawing off his Willpower.  He’d had that brief time to consider what the High Dreamer meant about what he had learned, and he’d come to a realization. 
The High Dreamer had just shown him that, as powerful as he thought he was, he wasn’t ready to Dreamstride into the Shadowed Lands, or to face the darker monsters that dwelled there.  He’d barely escaped this time, and only because Iggullon had been so obsessed with ranting and monologuing that it hadn’t actually pressed its attack on him.  He’d been surprised that one of the vaunted Nightmare Creatures would be so foolish, but the High Dreamer had laughingly corrected him.
“Oh, I am certain the iggullon wishes it were a Nightmare Creature, Lord Evenshade, but it is truly among the least of the utukku, those which humans call fiends.  It is short-sighted and stupid, as you can see, and it can do little more than trouble the dreams of the one it possesses.  If you and your party met one in combat, you would not find it a particularly deadly foe.  Iggullon is not even its name, as you might have thought; it is merely the type of creature it is.  Each has the Ability to animate and control a specific type of object; this one could use chains, a common enough choice among their kind.
“You were in no danger, for had you faltered at any time, I would have stepped in and banished the creature.  You chose an interesting method to combat it, when you could have simply willed it from your presence, but it was effective.”
That led to a fifteen-minute lecture on how Aranos’ safe zone in the dreamscape was totally under his control, and he could banish anyone and anything from it that he wanted.  The Sorcerer hadn’t actively tried to expel the creature when he released its image; if he had, it would have been forced to depart.  The iggullon could have fought to remain, but unless its will was much stronger than Aranos’, it would lose.  That was a useful bit of information Aranos tucked away for later.
While Aranos wasn’t totally satisfied that the High Dreamer had tricked him like that, he was happy with the results:
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Geltheriel had met him at the exit to the House of the Moon with Silma at her side.  “How went your training, Oathbinder?” she asked as he stepped, blinking, into the sunlight beneath the forested canopy of Eredain.
“I completed my Quest,” he said triumphantly.  “That means I can communicate with Phil anytime I want.”
“You can communicate with Lorsan just as well,” Geltheriel told him a bit chidingly.  When he glanced at her, confused, she sighed.
“I believe you have forgotten that you are Lord Evenshade, Oathbinder,” she told him, leading him through the city as she spoke.  “That Title comes with a responsibility to your House, and it is one that so far, you have done an amazing job of shirking.  Have you chosen a Path for your House to follow?  Will you be a House of Crafters?  Mages?  Diplomats?  Have you seen which structures Uncle was able to staff, and which still lie dormant?”
Aranos sighed.  “There’s just been too much to do…”
“Then you must learn to do that which only you can do, and to rely upon others for that which any can do.  For example, was it necessary that only you visited the House of Stars today?  Or could you have accomplished the same deed with a simple message?”
Aranos frowned.  “Well, I did get some ideas for new Spells,” he said slowly.  “But…really, I guess I could have sent a message to Ruehnar and maybe even gotten a list of Spells that might have interested me without having to go there.  I do have really good reputation with them, so they’d probably have been willing to work with me.”
“And that is something that Lorsan could have arranged, had you asked it of him,” she concluded.  “Just as you could have asked me if I would speak to Jhaeros and convince him to lend you the training crystals for our journey, or asked Saphielle and Rhys if they could arrange for further combat training for the Travelers while we are beyond the Stronghold.  These are all things that you could have done, and all would have saved you a great deal of time.  You must learn that you cannot do all things yourself, Oathbinder.”
Aranos stopped walking, taken completely aback by her words.  She was right; he could have asked for the others to have helped him like that, and if he had, he’d have had plenty of time to go through his new House tab and see what it was all about.  Now, he had to go do each of those things before he could sit down to do his own training, and that meant they might not be able to leave for Antas for at least another day.  He’d been trying to do everything himself and had forgotten that he had perfectly competent people around him he could rely on.
“You’re right,” he sighed at last, slumping his shoulders.  “I should have asked for help.  I’ll try to do better.  Now, I guess I need to go get those things done, don’t I?”
“You could go do that,” she agreed.  “Or you could take a moment and ask how I spent my morning.”  She reached into her pouch and produced a flat, black box with a strange symbol on top, handing it to Aranos.
The Sorcerer fumbled with the finely made box for a moment, figuring out how it opened.  When he at last lifted the lid, he gasped.  The box was lined with green, velvet cushions, and tucked neatly into perfectly shaped depressions lay Jhaeros’ prized training crystals.  He gaped at the crystals for a minute, looking back and forth between them and the grinning Geltheriel in shock.  “What?” he stammered.  “How?”
“I believe the words you seek are, ‘Thank you’, are they not?” she chided him, her grin not fading.  “Perhaps followed by, ‘You are the most amazing person I know’, although that is not required, as we both know it is true.”
“Th-thank you, Geltheriel,” he stammered.  “But…how?”
“First, I will tell you that while you did not think of having us do these things, I did, among other things.  Each of the Houses of Blades, Twilight, and the Sickle were concerned but not alarmed by our news, and each offered a Quest for us to resolve it.  Knowing, though, that you wished for that Quest to be offered to the Travelers, we each demurred and asked for it to be altered to be more appropriate for them.  I assume you did the same, and we have each shared our Quests with the Travelers.  Those who succeed at it can gain entry into the appropriate Houses, as well as favor with the Stronghold and some trifling XP and money.  Is yours similar?”
Aranos nodded, and she continued.  “I also requested that Rhys and Saphielle speak to the Masters of their Houses to see if the Travelers can continue their training with those Houses, as I spoke to Dorn’ar’el.  The Houses of Twilight and the Sickle opened their doors to the Travelers for training, but the House of Blades preferred to send trainers to your estate and were not comfortable with the idea of the Travelers being present in their walls in such great numbers.  However, they were willing to send their trainers immediately, and I believe the Travelers are training as we speak.”
That’s probably because I have higher reputation with Twilight and Sickle than Blades, Aranos realized silently.  I’m only Amiable with the Guards, while I’m Friendly with the Keepers and Admired by the Druids.  “And how did you get the training crystals from Jhaeros?”
“That was much harder,” she grimaced.  “First, he demanded that I train with the crystals until I was exhausted.  Repeatedly.  For a full hour.”  She glanced meaningfully at him.  “You may not experience Stamina deprivation now, but I can assure you: I certainly do, and that man took far too much delight in watching me collapse, helpless, upon the ground, multiple times.  I believe he even laughed at my attempts to continue once I had reached my limit. 
“Once that happened, he allowed me to take the crystals, as he has no other students he feels worthy of them – yet, he requested that I use them to do to you as he did to me, and to record the moments in a memory stone for later viewing.”  She shuddered as she finished.
“Yeah, he’s a sadist,” Aranos winced.  “Thank you so much for doing all of this, Geltheriel.  I can’t believe you got all this done…”
“In addition,” she went on, interrupting him, “I asked Lorsan to be sure you were prepared for our journey.  You are fortunate to have that one, Oathbinder; he is quite competent and effective.  He procured all of the water, rations, and supplies we would need.  He even reached out to my family and, using your ties to me, brokered an excellent deal for a good supply of elixirs.  All is ready for our departure, save that you must Enchant some items for Lorsan to sell.  I placed much of our wealth in his hands, so the House has significant credit, now, but there will be a need for more.”
Aranos stared at the woman in amazement.  He’d thought earlier about how Geltheriel had been groomed to take over her House one day, and now he was seeing her skills in action.  She was talented at this sort of planning and at delegation, two things he was weak in.  He may have been lucky to have Lorsan, but he was incredibly fortunate to have her as a Follower.
“Wait, are you a member of my House?” he asked suddenly.  “Aren’t you a member of House Meluiben?”
“No longer,” she said simply, her eyes distant for a moment.  “I sent a message to my sister letting her know of my intent to join your House, and she replied with her best wishes.  I am now Geltheriel of Evenshade, at least, so long as you agree.”
“Of course, I do!” he exclaimed quickly. “I’m just…are you okay with doing that?”
“I am both happy and relieved to do it,” she admitted.  “It is best for my sister and I both.  So long as I was Geltheriel of Meluiben, I was a danger for my family.  I was still eldest, and while I surrendered my claim, others might have attempted to use me to discredit my sister or weaken her position.  With the fall of Exxidor, this was a greater threat, as their former allies know that a daughter of Meluiben was instrumental in the House’s destruction. 
“Now, as a member of House Evenshade, I can never present such a threat again.  This also means that my family need not hold me at arms’ length any longer, and in fact, my mother has asked to meet you, now that it is safe to do so.”
“Do you want to?” he asked her cautiously.  Aranos knew that Geltheriel’s split with her family hadn’t been entirely amicable and had led to her being all but disowned by them.  He also knew she harbored some resentments over that; he wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d never wanted to speak to them again.
“I do,” she said simply.  “Things will not be the same between my mother and I, of course, but…I have not spoken directly to her in many years, Oathbinder.  Even if our only words are ones of regret and farewell, it would please me to be able to say them.”
Aranos nodded; he understood that.  He and his mom weren’t close, but they weren’t distant, either.  She and his dad came to town every so often, and he took time off work to spend with them when they did.  His mom was a teacher and had always hoped he’d use his talents in math and science to teach one day, as well.  He hadn’t had any interest in that, though, and it had been a minor point of contention between them for a while.  She’d come to terms with his choices, eventually, and now she rarely mentioned the job openings in her local school system to him, at least.
Even so, to not be able to speak to his mom, not knowing how she felt about him, what was going on in her life, even how her health was, for years on end?  That would eat at him, he knew.  “Okay, I’ll speak to Lorsan, and he can make the arrangements,” he nodded.  “It’ll have to be when we return, though, if that’s okay.”
“I did so inform her, as I, too, would like to see this Cleansing Quest started, Oathbinder.  She understands and is willing to wait.
“And still, that is not all that has been accomplished,” she finished.  “Lady Wynathra was true to her word, as of course she would be, and has given us maps that will guide us from Eredain to the nearest point on the High Roads, and from there to Antas.  It is, I believe, a journey of two days, no more.”
She gestured, and a map appeared before them, showing the Stronghold of Eredain glowing at the southern edge of the elven forests, in the center of a peninsula of green that jutted out into the Blightlands.  A line of black wound through the Blighted areas to the south of the city, weaving into the hills to the east and stopping at a glowing spot that rested at the opening to a pass between a pair of mountain ranges.
“That is Antas,” Geltheriel told him, pointing to the glowing dot in the mountain pass.  “It is easy to see why it was considered one of the most defensible places in the Kingdoms of Light.  It rests on a border where once the lands of elves, humans, and dwarves met.  It is protected from assault on the west by the Istaruin, the River of Wisdom.  To the north and south lie the peaks of the Eredrasse, which humans call the Horned Mountains. 
“To conquer it, the Darkness had to fell four kingdoms and besiege the city; yet, now that it is held by the Shadow, those same defenses work against us, as we must cross the Blightlands and make our way down the High Road to assault that fortress.”
“We’ll figure something out,” he shrugged.  “We don’t have to conquer the whole place; we just have to get into the Vault, after all.”
“True,” she nodded.  “Yet, could we retake the city, it would serve as a Stronghold along the High Roads and perhaps allow passage between the Human and Elven lands once more.”
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” he decided.  “No point in worrying about it until we see how strongly the city is held.  I mean, if there’s a fricking dragon sitting on top of it, we might be sneaking in and hitting the Vault before running the heck away from the city, you know?”
“That seems a wise course of action,” she agreed.  “Although I would honestly be disappointed that you could not create a Spell that could turn said dragon into a small lizard, perhaps, or give it a fear of elves.  I might lose my utter and complete faith in you.”
Aranos snorted derisively.  “Yeah, if you ever have that, I’m probably gonna have to smack you.  Or maybe have Saphielle do it.  I need you to keep telling me when I’m about to be an idiot, so I really don’t want to hear, ‘Whatever you say, Oathbinder’ come out of your mouth, alright?” 
She laughed at his imitation of her.  “Well played,” she congratulated him.  “It is a bargain.  If I ever begin to have utter confidence in you and stop questioning your plans, you are welcome to strike me for it.” 
Once they’d arrived back at his estate, Aranos had immediately been approached by two individuals.  One, of course, was Lorsan, who Aranos felt he owed an apology.  The man had been nothing but calm, efficient, and effective, and Aranos had been kind of dismissive of him.  First, though, he had to deal with the other man.
The player who called himself Mathias the Lancer stopped a few feet in front of Aranos and gave a low, sweeping bow.  “My Lord Evenshade,” he said grandly.  “I hope your day has been fruitful.”
Aranos kept from rolling his eyes, but only barely.  Mathias was one of those players who gave his character a personality and back-story and role-played that to the hilt.  His chosen persona had a decided flair for the dramatic, something Aranos could honestly do without, but the man himself was pretty likeable. 
“Mathias,” the Sorcerer inclined his head in return.  “I managed to complete a Quest, so that’s a good thing, at least.  Was your party one of the ones that got attacked last night?”
Mathias rose from his bow, and his face took on a sorrowful expression.  “Indeed, my Lord.  At least we managed to complete our bounty before the craven Shadowborn assault, and we took some with us when we fell.”
“Well, I heard you got some Quests to resolve that.  I can add one more for you.”  Aranos pulled up his shareable Quest and thought about sending it to Mathias.  The Warrior’s eyes glazed over for a moment before a grin spread across his face.
“Thank you, my Lord,” he almost crooned.  “Our Wizards were distraught that there was no Quest for them, but I told them to be patient, and Lord Evenshade would provide.”
“They’ve also been granted access to the House of Stars Library,” Aranos added.  Seeing the excitement in the man’s eyes, he held up a cautioning hand.  “For the purposes of researching this Quest only.  Grandmaster Ruehnar will know if they so much as touch a book that isn’t one they need for this Quest.  Oh, and they don’t stock Spell books; those have to be bought from the House Store.”
“I’ll make sure they know, my Lord.”
“Make sure they also know that Grandmaster Ruehnar is not someone they want to cross.  That man scares me when he’s upset, Mathias.  If they aren’t incredibly respectful of everyone in the House; if they don’t follow every rule exactly, they’ll be lucky if all he does is banish them.”  Aranos leaned closer to the man.  “And that’s before I get hold of them for making me look bad in front of the Grandmaster.  If something like that happens, Mathias, I will be.  Very.  Upset.”
Mathias swallowed and nodded.  “I will make sure they know, my Lord,” he assured the Sorcerer before bowing and walking away.  Aranos was certain the man got his point; the first time he’d met the Travelers, they’d tried to kill him and had all ended up going for respawn, instead.  They’d grown since then, but he was pretty sure he could still take them all if he had to.  The difference between a regular Class and an Advanced Class was huge, and his Advanced Class was a powerful one.
“Welcome home, my Lord,” Lorsan bowed.  “Congratulations on completing your Quest.”
“Thanks, Lorsan,” Aranos smiled at the man.  He glanced at Geltheriel, who nodded minutely. 
“I must go see how the training progresses,” she told the two.  “As well, I will be sure that Mathias’ warning is doubly heard, as I believe that you have perhaps underestimated Grandmaster Ruehnar’s wrath, Oathbinder.”  She turned and walked off, following the lancer.
“Lorsan, I owe you an apology and my thanks,” Aranos sighed, turning to the blank-faced elf.  “You’ve been nothing but helpful, and I…I haven’t, to be honest.
“However, this House is my responsibility, and I do want it to be successful.  So, let’s get this Path thing worked out, and then I’ll spend some time Enchanting for you.  What do we need to do?”
“My thanks, my Lord,” the elf murmured.  “And please thank your Oathbound for me when you get a chance.”  The elf turned and began walking toward the manor, beckoning for Aranos to follow.  A few minutes later, the pair found themselves ensconced in Aranos’ new study, Aranos sitting in a comfortable if worn and faded chair while Lorsan perched on a high-backed wooden seat next to a table, his ever-present sheaf of papers in hand. 
Following Lorsan’s instructions, Aranos was glancing through his House Status screen.  As before, he was surprised at just how much had been left for him by the departing elves of the previous House.  After all, surely the various members of the now-defunct House Exxidor wouldn’t leave behind valuable Enchanted items and significant wealth just because they were told to.  Lorsan explained that simply enough, though.
“You must understand, my Lord, they had no choice in the matter.  Elder Golloron dissolved the House and commanded it to disperse through the agency of the Tree-heart.  Lacking Elders or a Patriarch, there were none to gainsay that command, and the Tree-heart compelled all of Exxidor to follow the Elder’s order.  The only way for them to go against that is to sever their connection to the Tree-heart, which would also expel them from the Elven Realms and force them to seek sanctuary…elsewhere.”
And elsewhere meant the Human or Dwarven lands, which meant traveling the Corrupted High Roads through the Blightlands…essentially a death sentence, for most of them.  Aranos hadn’t realized that the Elder’s authority was so deeply rooted in the Tree-heart; if that was the case, he wondered why Golloron hadn’t been able to stop Keryth from trying to enslave the Tree-heart and Corrupt the entire city.  Perhaps the slave brands that Keryth used had affected Golloron or weakened him; Aranos wanted to ask, but he and the Elder had never gotten along that well, and he wasn’t sure how to phrase a question like that diplomatically.
Aranos glanced around his study.  It was a medium-sized room, big enough for a few people to sit in comfortably.  One wall held rows of books, none of which Aranos had examined, yet, while another was lined with cabinets that he hadn’t glanced into.  He’d expected the room to be some sort of dark brown, but the walls and wooden items were a deep golden color that actually brightened the whole place a bit; dark brown probably would have been a bit oppressive and might even have made it harder to read and study in here.  Of course, that might not have been the case, since one entire wall sported large windows that looked onto the estate that stretched below him.
It wasn’t what he would have considered a noble estate on Earth – Eredain was a city built across the crowns of giant trees, and things like open fields, stables of horses, and fishing ponds simply weren’t possible here.  It was still a decent-sized piece of property, though, stretching up two levels of the city, with one central manor house and multiple smaller homes across the estate.  There was a large, apartment-like building that housed the servants – at least, those that didn’t live in the manor house.  The Travelers now occupied a few of the smaller houses, while Aranos and his Avowed Follower Geltheriel stayed in the main building with Lorsan and three other servants who he guessed were tasked to maintain the manor and provide for the Patriarch and his Follower.
Aranos sighed.  “Okay, so how does all this work?” he asked.  “I’ve got a Quest to get us to the next Rank, and I really don’t know how to do that.  What would we need, and what benefits do we gain from doing so?”
“If you concentrate on your current Rank, my Lord, you will see what steps must be taken to reach the next Rank,” Lorsan answered in the same calm voice.
Aranos obligingly did so, and a new screen opened up:
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Current House Rank: Fledgling
Next Rank: Young
Base Reputation: Disliked (Current Reputation: Suspicious)
Path Bonus: 0% (No Path Chosen)
Highest Rank Structure Allowed: Uncommon
Requirements:
50 or more members (Currently 22)
8 Common-ranked Structures (Currently 12)
4 Uncommon-ranked Structures (Currently 6)
4 Elders (Currently 0)
House Path must be chosen
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“Wait, what’s this about Elders?” Aranos asked as he read through the screen.  “Do I need to be recruiting older elves?  How do I name an Elder?”
“Elders need not necessarily be advanced in age, my Lord,” Lorsan explained.  “However, they must have been members of the House longer than any others in their location, which means that for more established Houses, only those of great age will qualify.  Any of your House’s holdings can have one Elder present per House Rank; your House is rank two, so you can have two Elders at this location, for example, and those two must have been with your House longer than all other members, even if it is by mere minutes.”
Aranos glanced through his screen again, curious.  His screen said that he had three unique holdings; when he concentrated on that, he saw that one was here in Eredain, while the other two were in cities that he didn’t recognize: Ulethelas and Elren Aethel.  “So, I could theoretically have six Elders in total,” he noted.
“You could, my Lord, except that you have no members of your House at your holdings outside of Eredain.  Your holdings in far northern Elren Aethel and the capital city of Ulethelas are manned solely by servants and hirelings.  You will need more House members, and you will need to send those members to your holdings elsewhere if you wish to name them as Elders in those locations.”
“Okay, so what’s the point of increasing my Rank?  How does it help my House?”
“There are many benefits to increasing your Rank, my Lord.  The first is that, once you choose a Path, you will receive bonuses to that Path based on your House Rank.  They start small, at first, but they can grow quite large. 
“The next is that increasing your Rank also improves your Reputation with other Houses.  As you can see, as a Fledgling House, you are starting with the Reputation of Disliked, although your existing Reputation in the Elven Realms has boosted that to Suspicious.  This means that while other Houses will generally be wary of you, they will not actively work against you, at least not unless you do something to harm your relationship with them.  Improved Reputation means that your House will attract more followers, you can develop allies among the other Houses, and all elves will be more predisposed to take advantage of whatever goods or services you choose to offer through your Path.”
Aranos sighed.  “So, I guess the next step is to pick a Path, huh?”  He frowned.  “You know, I think I got offered the opportunity to choose a Path Perk when I was granted the House.  Let me take a look…”  He quickly pulled up the notification he’d received when Golloron had first granted him his House, before he’d realized what a headache it would become:

World’s First!
You are the first player to be granted a Patent of Nobility.  As such, you may choose a bonus Noble Perk from the list below:
Benevolent Ruler (Personality): All members of your House gain a 50% bonus to morale but suffer a 25% penalty when crafting or trading for your House.  The bonus and penalty do not apply when House members are laboring for their benefit or that of another House.  This Perk cannot be combined with any other Personality Perk.
Peaceful Guru (Personality): Your House starts with a Favored Reputation with all other Houses.  Your House members gain a 25% bonus to all reputation gains with other Houses but suffer a 50% penalty to any combat not related to defending the House. This Perk cannot be combined with any other Personality Perk.
Pragmatic Leader (Personality): All members of your House gain a 10% bonus to morale, crafting, trading, and combat but suffer a 25% penalty to all non-Merchant Charisma-based Skills.  This Perk cannot be combined with any other Personality Perk.
Ruthless Warlord (Personality): All members of your House gain a 50% bonus in combat when serving your House but suffer a 25% morale penalty.  The bonus and penalty do not apply when the member is not fighting at the House’s direction.  This Perk cannot be combined with any other Personality Perk.
Subtle Prince (Personality): All members of your House gain a 50% bonus to all Charisma-based Skills but suffer a 25% penalty to Combat Skills.  The bonus and penalty do not apply when House members are laboring for their benefit or that of another House.  This Perk cannot be combined with any other Personality Perk.
Arcane Dynasty (Path): Members of your House gain a 25% bonus to one Arcane Skill but suffer a 5% penalty to all others.  This Skill must be chosen by the House Founder and cannot be changed. This Perk cannot be combined with any other Path Perk.
Crafting Dynasty (Path): Members of your House gain a 25% bonus to one Crafting Skill but suffer a 5% penalty to all others.  This Skill must be chosen by the House Founder and cannot be changed.  This Perk cannot be combined with any other Path Perk.
Diplomatic Dynasty (Path): Members of your House gain a 25% bonus to one non-Merchant Charisma-based Skill but suffer a 5% penalty to all others.  This Skill must be chosen by the House Founder and cannot be changed. This Perk cannot be combined with any other Path Perk.
Divine Dynasty (Path): Members of your House gain a 25% bonus to one Divine Skill but suffer a 5% penalty to all others.  This Skill must be chosen by the House Founder and cannot be changed. This Perk cannot be combined with any other Path Perk.
Merchant Dynasty (Path): Members of your House gain a 25% Bonus to one Merchant Skill but suffer a 5% penalty to all other Charisma-based Skills.  This Perk cannot be combined with any other Path Perk.
Military Dynasty (Path): Members of your House gain a 10% bonus to all Combat Skills but suffer a 5% penalty to Crafting, Divine, and Arcane Skills.  This Perk cannot be combined with any other Path Perk.
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As Aranos read out his choices to his majordomo, he noticed Lorsan hastily scribbling down notes.  “This is extraordinary, my Lord,” he finally muttered.  “The chance to select these Perks is very rare.  Usually, they are earned through toil and effort, and many Houses take years to develop such a Perk.”  The elf shook his head.  “I am pleased that you did not make this choice haphazardly, and I ask that you choose nothing at the moment.  Instead, I wish you to think of what kind of House you wish to create.
“The key to finding a Path, my Lord, is deciding what kind of House this will be.  I am aware that you intend to produce some Enchanted items for sale, but…do you truly wish to make this a House of Enchanters?”
Aranos was about to reply, but he caught the dubious look in the man’s eye.  “Something tells me you think that would be a bad idea, Lorsan.  Why do you think that?”
“It would not be a bad idea, my Lord.  However, you should know that the Houses that are dedicated to crafting are truly dedicated to it.  House Meluiben is a fine example, as they produce excellent Alchemists.  Yet, they do nothing else, nor have they time for anything else.  The younger members of the House travel about buying and collecting reagents when they are not training, while the older members produce more common concoctions and the elders craft Masterwork level potions.  Do you truly wish to devote the House to nothing but Enchanting?”
Aranos frowned; he hadn’t thought of it that way.  It made sense that a crafting House would specialize like that.  From the sound of it, the House probably generated a huge volume of low-level, middle-quality products for sale en masse and only a small amount of high-end products that would bring in greater coin but probably took more time and more expensive reagents.  If he did that, though, he’d end up being stuck doing nothing but Enchanting, which wasn’t really how he wanted to spend his time in-game.
“You’re right, that’s not a great idea,” he nodded.  “Do you have any suggestions?”
Lorsan looked hesitant for a moment.  “My Lord…to be honest, none of the traditional paths truly suit you, I am afraid.  All of them are quite specific.  You can create a Merchant House, but you will spend your days negotiating with the Patriarchs of other Houses and making trade arrangements.  The same if you form a House of Diplomacy.  If you make this a Mage House, you will have to turn away those without magical talent, and you will spend your time in Spell research and arcane studies.
“Perhaps the closest to what you wish is a Mercenary House, although those are looked down upon by other Houses.  Such a House trains Warriors and hires them out to Houses with a less military bent.  House Exxidor was very close to such, in fact, hiring out Duelists instead of Warriors.  Does that strike my Lord as something interesting?”
Aranos smiled as an idea popped into his head.  “Not exactly,” he said slowly, “but it gives me an idea.  What about an Adventuring House?”
Lorsan looked confused, and Aranos held up a hand to forestall any questions or comments.  “Let me explain.  You probably know that, as a Traveler, I come from another world.  What you might not know is that this isn’t the only world Travelers visit.  In some of those, they have what’s called an Adventurer’s Guild.”
Lorsan’s lips twisted in distaste.  “My Lord, Guilds are a human construct, one that we do not have in elven lands…”
“But that doesn’t mean they don’t have some good ideas,” Aranos interrupted.  “See, the way an Adventurer’s Guild usually works is, people bring their Quests to the Guild, the Guild puts them up for adventurers to take if they want, and the Guild takes a fee from the adventurers and a portion of the Quest rewards.
“Now, obviously, that’s not how you would run a House,” Aranos added before Lorsan could object.  “For example, House members wouldn’t have to pay the House to take Quests, and Quests would be assigned to House members based on their Classes, levels, and Skills.  Still, if the House took a percentage of the Quest rewards, it would probably bring in more income than my Enchanting would.”
“But first you must convince other Houses to bring their Quests to you, my Lord,” Lorsan pointed out gently.  “Why would they not simply do their own Quests?”
“For the same reason that four Houses just assigned a Quest to the Travelers: convenience.  A House like Meluiben doesn’t need help collecting reagents…unless it’s one that’s rare or difficult to acquire.  Then, would they rather risk the members of their House on that kind of Quest, or would they rather outsource that to a House whose members were more expendable?”
Lorsan rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  “That might work, my Lord,” he nodded.  “Especially if you continue your own adventures, as so far, it seems that they have been most fruitful.” 
“Okay,” Aranos said, opening up his earlier Quest reward and the list of available Perks for his House.  “I’ve got a choice to make, here.  Assuming that I want to make this an Adventuring House, I have to figure out which of these Perks will give me the best benefit in that.” 
“I have some thoughts on this, my Lord,” the elf spoke, pulling out the paper he’d written the list of Perks on before.  “First, though, what are you considering?”
Aranos frowned, staring at the choices.  “I can’t really decide, because I don’t know what all this means,” he admitted.  “For example, how does morale work?  Is it a bonus to productivity, or happiness, or what?”
“Morale is essentially how likely it is that the members of your House will remain with your House and obey your commands, my Lord.  It can also help you attract others from Houses with low morale to yours.  I do not know what you mean by productivity, I am sorry.”
“Oh, that’s a measure of how hard people work, I guess,” Aranos explained.  “So, high productivity means farmers and laborers produce more, while low productivity means they produce less.”
“Those fall under the bonuses and penalties to crafting, my Lord,” Lorsan smiled at him.  “Any Skill that produces goods, even ones that generate raw materials such as Mining or Farming, benefits from crafting bonuses and penalties.”
“Okay, that clears things up,” Aranos nodded.  “And I assume that all these benefits are only applied when people are doing something for the House, not all the time?”
“Morale applies at all times, my Lord.  In addition, Path bonuses and penalties always apply.  However, you are correct: the bonuses and penalties from Personality Perks generally only apply when one is working for the House.”
Aranos stared at the choices, thinking.  For Personality Perks, Peaceful Guru was definitely out.  It penalized combat outside of defense, which would cripple a House designed around adventuring.  The same went for Subtle Prince.  Benevolent Ruler, it seemed, would attract people to his House and make them want to stay…but they’d be pretty unproductive, and he didn’t see the point in having a lot of people who did nothing all day.  On the other hand, Ruthless Warlord would make his House better at adventuring…but it would also make his members more likely to disobey his orders or even leave his House entirely. 
Pragmatic Leader seemed like the way to go, except for the hit on Charisma-based Skills.  His high Charisma was basically what had convinced the elves to give him a chance in the first place, and a 25% penalty to that would have made it much harder for him to accomplished anything in Eredain, much less all that he had. 
Basically, it came down to a choice between several less-than-optimal options, which was a pretty common dilemma in 4X games.  You could choose to be a kind and gentle master, but you usually had issues with production and the military.  You could be evil and ruthless, but everyone else would hate you, even your own people.  Or you could balance those traits and be good at nothing but also bad at nothing. 
He was tempted by Pragmatic Leader, but honestly, he’d never liked playing a character that was okay at a lot of things but not great at anything.  He’d found that a lot of times, in the endgame, characters like that were at a severe disadvantage.  They lacked the endurance to stand on the front lines; they couldn’t do the damage that dedicated DPS characters could; they weren’t as good at support or healing as someone who played that character.  They could do a lot…badly.
“Which would you recommend, Benevolent Ruler or Ruthless Warlord?” he asked Lorsan. 
The elf nodded.  “I agree with your choices, my Lord.  The diplomatic hit to Charisma-based Skills would make it much harder for you to convince other Houses to offer you their Quests and could lead to strife or even bloodshed down the road.”  Aranos blinked; he hadn’t even considered that angle.  The majordomo, though, was still speaking.
“…think that Benevolent Ruler is a wiser choice, my Lord.  Your greatest challenge is that, as a new House, you simply do not have the followers you need to thrive.  With such a small following, even a handful of members joining or defecting will more than offset the bonuses from Ruthless Warlord and penalties from Benevolent Ruler.”
Aranos quickly ran the numbers in his head; the elf was right.  If you counted the Travelers, Aranos had about 22 members to his house.  Assuming he took Benevolent Ruler, he would take a penalty of 25% of 22, or about 6 units – whatever he wanted to define those as – to his Crafting and Trading.  Each extra member would add 0.75 units to his house, so eight members would offset the penalty.  He didn’t know how much morale would affect the recruitment/abandonment rate, specifically, but there was a 75% morale difference between Benevolent Ruler and Ruthless Warlord. 
Even if he normally only got one person a month to join – which seemed low – with Benevolent Ruler, that would be 1.5 people per month, or three people every two months.  With Ruthless Warlord, that would be 0.75 people per month, or three people every four months…half the effective rate.  In ten months, he’d have enough people to offset his production penalty; much faster if the recruitment rates were higher, of course.  After that, the gap would only continue to widen, and eventually, the numbers would mean that his weaker but numerically superior forces would be stronger in combat than they would have been with Ruthless Warlord.  More people almost always overcame these sorts of weaknesses eventually; one of his soldiers might only be two-thirds as strong as a Ruthless Warlord’s, but if he had twice as many of them, they’d be effectively more powerful.
“I agree,” he finally spoke, selecting Benevolent Ruler.   “However, I’m not so sure about the Path Perk.  None of them really seem like a great fit, to be honest.”
“Again, none of them truly are,” the elf nodded.  “In fact…it is a strange suggestion, my Lord, but perhaps you might wish not to choose a Path Perk at all.” 
Aranos’ eyebrows shot up at the suggestion.  “Why not?  I mean, none of them are great, but they’re each better than nothing.”
“In the short term, this is true, my Lord.  And yet, recall what I said before about these Perks.  Most Houses accumulate them through effort and toil, not the gifts of the gods.  Typically, a House gains a Path Perk by setting itself upon that Path and holding to it, demonstrating their commitment to the course they have set.  Once the gods deem that they have shown their desire to become such a House, an appropriate Perk is offered.”
Aranos mulled over the elf’s words.  “So, if instead of picking a Perk now, I work to earn a Perk later…maybe the Perk I get will be more appropriate for the House?”
“That is my thought, yes.  Perhaps the gods do not offer you the Path you want simply because none have forged that Path, yet.  Even so, should you change your mind, so long as you have chosen no Path, the option will still remain.  We must simply do without the benefits of a Path for some time, which is a burden all new Houses face.”
“Okay, then no Path Perk,” Aranos decided.  “What else do you think we need to go over before I leave?”
“You have but to Enchant several items for sale, my Lord,” the elf smiled.  “As well, within your Meditation Suite, you will find a particularly heavy pack that was sent over yesterday evening, courtesy of Grandmaster Ilmadia of House Waeslar, along with a note and her fond regards.”
Aranos blinked in surprise for a moment before remembering that Ilmadia was the widow of the Loremaster that Keryth had killed, and that Lorsan was going to ask her for information on rare crafting materials.  Aranos hoped that the apparent heft of the package she’d sent meant she’d given him a number of samples, as well as some way to learn about them.
His Meditation Suite was, to be honest, a perfect place for crafting Spells, training Stats, and Enchanting, and he kind of wished he’d known about it earlier.  Of course, all he would have had to do was ask Lorsan for an appropriate place to do those things and the elf would have told him about this place.  Instead, he’d just taken it upon himself to find somewhere appropriate, which had obviously been less than successful.
The Suite was attached to the main house through a door he hadn’t even seen before.  Lorsan led him down a short hallway into a square room with a pair of doors on each wall.  The room was made of stone rather than wood, a rarity in the Stronghold, and the noises from the estate were completely blocked out.  The floor was covered with a soft carpet that looked like it extended into the rooms beyond, while the ceiling was low, with dark, polished beams, lit by dimly glowing glass spheres.  Combined, the effect of the room was calming and gave Aranos an odd feeling of security.
“All of the rooms are identical, my Lord,” Lorsan spoke as they entered.  “Each has a mount for a mana crystal and a door that seals from within, so that none can disturb you.  Should I need you, I will touch the rune beside the door, which will briefly turn the light within red and issue a soft chime to alert you.  I assure you, though, that I will only do such in true need.”
The elf walked over to a simple, hardened leather backpack resting beside one door.  “This, of course, is the gift from Grandmaster Ilmadia; after you have perused it, I can assist you in composing a suitable reply.”  Aranos winced inwardly; that had certainly been a quiet rebuke reminding him to show gratitude for what others gave him.  Aranos let that slide, though, and merely smiled at the elf.
“That would be helpful, Lorsan, thanks,” he nodded, hefting the pack – which was, as Lorsan had warned, pretty heavy for its size – and taking the room directly across from the door.
He took a seat on a large cushion that was obviously designed for that purpose and unbuckled the backpack, glancing inside.  There was a sheet of paper, a book, and a gleam of metal beneath it.  Aranos chuckled; that was all he wanted to know, for the moment; the Loremaster had given him some samples and probably a guide to identifying them, plus a letter of some kind that he could read later.  For the moment, he had work to do, so he slipped the entire pack into his Storage Bag and withdrew a handful of jewelry of various types, all plunder from the Fallen Realm of Haerobel.
He spent the next hour or so Enchanting, crafting various items that he thought would sell well or be useful.  The process was fairly simple for each one.  He would first use his Sense Mana Skill and High Mastery Ability to purify the base item, upgrading more basic metals like copper and silver into gold or platinum and making sure that the inherent metal mana was as pure and regular as he could make it.  After that, he located the item’s natural anchor points and sketched out a runeform that would link those points, using an Enchantment to connect the end of one runeform to the start of the next.  He’d had enough practice, now, that doing this didn’t take him long, and each item only required a couple minutes of work. 
At the end of an hour, he had a double handful of simply enchanted items, along with a half-dozen more powerful ones where his Greater Creation Perk had kicked in and upgraded the item for him.  Most granted decent boosts to Stats or to things like Attack, Defense, or Spell Power.  A few gave a boost to LP regen, and two of the more complex ones included an armoring Enchantment that would encase the wearer in a flexible, steel skin.  All were Fine or Excellent quality, so he figured they’d sell reasonably well without looking like he was trying to usurp House Gilris’ position in the Stronghold.
Once that final task was complete, he’d gathered the other party members and headed out of the Stronghold with a dual sense of trepidation and excitement.  He’d promised Lorsan that he’d visit the man in the dreamscape regularly and stay current on what was happening with the House, which, combined with the forty or so pieces of Enchanted jewelry had mollified the man somewhat about his Lord’s impending absence.  He also touched base with Mathias and told the Lancer the same thing; he’d check in with him every few days regarding the Quest and see how things were going, which seemed to relieve the man a bit.
They’d left the city without fanfare and headed out into the Forest, making good time thanks to Aranos casting and maintaining his Aura of Movement.  The Spell allowed him to boost the party’s overland speed by reducing his SP regen.  Normally, this was a 1:1 ratio – increasing the party’s speed by 1% also reduced his regen by 1% – but thanks to his Spell power boosts from his Perks, Titles, and items, Aranos could get about five times the bonus for the same cost.  Since Aranos’ regen rate was a bit over 55 per second, he had no issues giving his party a 250% bonus to their speed and taking a 50% penalty to his regen rate.  Combined with the 20% boost the party got from his Leadership Skill, the boosts allowed the group to practically fly through the forests – or literally fly, in Aranos’ case, since he had the SP regen needed to maintain his Flight Spell and Aura of Movement at the same time.  Even better, after an hour or so of this, he got a nice notification:
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Spell Boost!
Aura of Movement has gained a level!
Aura of Movement*
New Rank: Student 1
Effect: You suffuse an area 45’ in radius with life magic.  All allies in this radius gain a bonus to their movement speed up to [Int / 4 + Spell level x2] %.  This bonus is lost if they move beyond the radius of the Spell for any reason.  This does not increase attack or casting speed.
Channeled Spell: This Spell must be channeled to be maintained, reducing the caster’s SP regen by 90% of the boost percentage (so a 30% boost reduces SP regen by 27%.)  
Cost: 325 SP
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At that speed, they reached the Blightlands in less than an hour.  Aranos hadn’t ever been in the Blightlands during the day; all of their hunting there had been at night so far.  At night, the Corrupted Lands were a place of danger, where dark creatures roamed, and the hunt had been their only concern. 
During the hours of daylight, the Blightlands were desolate and sere.  The soil was almost dead, drained of energy to the point that there was very little able to grow there.  The only plants were either carnivorous or had brambles, poisonous flowers, and leaves that were so dark green as to seem black.  He had seen the tracks of the small game that fed on these plants – not everything could be carnivorous, of course, or the food web would collapse – but he was certain that even those small creatures would have to be Corrupted just to survive this place. 
The very atmosphere seemed blighted; the air had a bitter taste to it, and despite the warmth of the day, the wind had a cold edge as it swirled across the blasted landscape.  Everything here was stained some shade of black, and the sun overhead felt more distant and cooler than it had even under the canopy of Eredain.  There seemed to be a faint but perpetual whispering sound filling the air, as well, just below the level of his hearing.  It encouraged him to try and strain to hear it, but something in his gut told him that would be a bad idea.
This is a place that doesn’t like life, Aranos had realized, his One with the Land Ability allowing him to feel the diseased, sterilizing energy of the Blight soaked into the ground.  It hates us, and it doesn’t want us here.  It’s just another aspect of the Corruption, trying to sap our wills and weaken our resolve.
They hadn’t encountered anything dangerous during their trip.  The few Shadowborn they saw gave them a wide berth; those creatures tended to be weaker in sunlight, so they probably avoided confrontations as much as possible during the day.  Aranos didn’t imagine that would continue to be the case for very long, though.  The High Road wasn’t too far off, and he wasn’t naïve enough to think it was unguarded.
“Do you perhaps have an idea of how distant that road is, Shadedancer?” Saphielle asked, holding her gauntleted hand over her brow to keep more dust and ash from being blown into them.  “I am uncertain how to gauge that, and my eyes seem to deceive me.”  Aranos understood the woman’s distress; he had no clue how far away the High Road might be, either.  Distances could be deceiving, here; the lack of color tended to make everything blur together, and his depth perception felt off, just another sense being jarred by this place.
“It is another hour of travel at the speed we are moving, thanks to my Oathbinder’s Spell,” Geltheriel replied, pulling up the image of the map for them all to view.  Aranos had almost forgotten that Cartography was one of the woman’s Skills, although one she hadn’t trained very much.  Still, it at least allowed her to know unerringly where they were on the map, the Skill seemingly unaffected by the scabrous landscape. 
“Normally,” she continued, “we would be arriving at the High Road just as the sun fell, rather than under full daylight as we will be.  My hope is that, should any beasts guard the road, they will be slumbering, or at the very least, tired and less vigilant.”
Yeah, of course something will be guarding the road, Aranos thought grimly. 
“One might imagine that if we can see the road, likewise anything on the road can see us, as well,” Rhys pointed out.  “I assume, then, that there is some reason to remain atop of this hill, in plain sight.”
“Good point,” Aranos nodded.  “Let’s get down lower and see what we can do to Camouflage ourselves and maybe move in Stealth from here on out; it’ll take a bit longer, but it’ll be a lot safer.”
“With the movement bonuses your Leadership grants us, we will not be slowed significantly,” Geltheriel smiled.  “One more reason I am glad I handed that role over to you.”
“What kind of bonuses did we get when you were Party Leader?” Aranos asked her curiously as the party began moving cautiously down the dusty, ash-covered slope.  “I don’t recall seeing anything like that in my status.”
“I do not possess the Leadership Skill,” Geltheriel admitted.  “I never believed I would be commanding others, and in fact, doing so does not suit me well.  Without that Skill, one can only gain bonuses through Perks, and we never accumulated such, nor am I certain how to do so.”
“Leadership Perks are gained through specific forms of group combat,” Saphielle spoke up.  “This makes sense, since the primary function of that Skill is to command others.  You may gain Perks for defeating a numerically superior force, for defending against such a force, for successfully launch a surprise attack, and indeed for many other such feats.  Usually, these can be improved, as well: if you gain a Perk for successfully ambushing a force larger than yours, you might improve it by doing the same to a force twice as large, then again for defeating one three times as large, and so on.  I am unclear to the specific details.”
“Do you have the Leadership Skill?” Aranos asked the Avenger curiously.
“I do, and before you ask why I never requested to be Party Leader, recall that the Skill’s benefits are Charisma-based.”
Aranos nodded at that.  With her abysmal Charisma, Saphielle’s Leadership wouldn’t have granted the party any of the benefits of the Skill.  Without those, she probably figured there just wasn’t a good reason to ask for the position.
“I do not possess that Skill, should any be curious,” Rhys said calmly.
“None suspected you had, Druid,” Geltheriel grinned at him.  “One has only to be in your presence for a handful of moments to understand that Leadership is not one of your talents.”
“That is likely true,” Rhys shrugged.  “And yet, I possess so many others that the lack of one is certainly of no import.”
“Well, the lack of two if you count humility,” Aranos grinned.  “Which I’m pretty sure you don’t.”
Is this what you call Stealth? Silma’s voice echoed in Aranos’ mind.  I can hear you from a hundred yards away, you know.  The fenrin was once again scouting ahead, her silver-white coat obscured by the coating of dust she’d rolled around in.  Her senses allowed her to lead the party around a number of hidden creatures who might or might not have bothered them, making her new Perks even more valuable.
“Silma’s reminding me that we’re supposed to be moving in Stealth,” Aranos said quietly to the others.  “She’s right; if there are creatures guarding the High Road, I don’t want them to hear us coming.”
They moved silently for an hour, Aranos’ eyes searching the ground for any tracks that might clue them into the presence of enemies guarding the High Road.  This is the logical path that anyone from Eredain would take to use the road, he thought grimly.  That means it’s also the logical place to set up an ambush for anyone trying to get to it. 
Fifteen minutes later, his Scent Ability told him that Silma was on her way back to them; he was surprised when the first he sensed of her was when his new Lifesense Skill told him something was approaching, even though his eyes couldn’t see her.  She felt like a tingle of bright energy to that sense, something that stood out like a beacon in his mind.  A moment later, he picked up her tracks, and her ghostly form shimmered into his view.
There’s something lying in wait up ahead, he heard her voice in his mind.  Some sort of giant lizard.  An image flashed in his mind of something long and reptilian, with gleaming, black scales and sharp, dagger-shaped teeth. 
Thanks, girl, he replied.  How far?
Maybe fifteen minutes at the pace you’re moving.  It’ll probably smell you in ten, though.
The party had halted when Silma returned and waited patiently as he silently communicated with his Companion.  He glanced at them and used his awkward, fumbling hand signals to tell them that there was one creature, straight ahead, and close. 
Now, I have to see it to make a plan for dealing with it, he realized.  I don’t know what it is, what the ground around it is like, or how it’s positioned.  He motioned forward, and Silma crept ahead, guiding them toward the lurking creature.  The ground was becoming rockier and uneven as they moved, the rolling hills giving way to twisting ravines flanked by walls of black, tumbled stone on both sides.  What little underbrush there had been vanished, leaving nothing but fallen piles of rock to hide their movements, forcing them to move even more slowly to avoid dropping out of Stealth.
No wonder it took Silma a while to get back to us, he thought as he picked his way carefully around a jumble of stones.  We’re moving at a fraction of our normal Stealth speed, here.
Geltheriel was the first to spot the creature, and she signaled an immediate halt.  Aranos peered around myopically, his Perception simply not as high as hers, but after several moments, he saw a quick glint in the wan sunlight, a brief flash from above.  He looked directly at where he’d seen that instant gleam, and for a moment, all he saw was a large outcropping of black stone jutting up from the boulder field.  Another glint caught his eye, though, and his Perception kicked in, outlining a glossy, black figure clinging to the side of a rock face.  Its body was long, probably 14’ from snout to tail, covered with gleaming scales.  It held itself almost motionless, the only movement coming from its head as it swung it slowly from side to side, its tongue darting out to sample the air, using its six legs to grip the stone securely.
Geltheriel caught his attention and gave the party a signal that meant ‘retreat’.  They nodded, and Aranos sent a silent thought at Silma to follow before slipping back out of sight of the waiting monster.  Geltheriel led them back through the stone passages for several minutes before stopping and turning, her face grave.
“Oathbinder,” she told him seriously, “that was a munjuin; this could be more difficult than I feared.”
Aranos noticed that Rhys had winced as she spoke and waited to see if his Beast Lore would kick in, but he couldn’t recall anything about the lizard in his training.  “Okay,” he replied after a moment, “what’s so difficult about it?  I mean, I could probably blast the thing off the side of that cliff, to be honest.  If we hadn’t spotted it…”
Geltheriel interrupted him, shaking her head.  “This is the difficulty,” she explained.  “You remember the cenzik, and how it fed off your Spells?  A munjuin is similar.  As I understand it, those scales resist most magical attacks, even those that merely pass near it; your Spells will simply slide off it harmlessly, Oathbinder.”
Aranos frowned.  “That makes it harder,” he admitted.  “How agile is it?”
“Very, in short bursts,” she replied.  “I am certain those extra legs give it advanced maneuverability and speed.”
“That raises another concern,” Rhys broke in.  “Munjuins typically paralyze their enemies with their poisonous bite and then devour them whole; doing so makes them grow larger but can also alter their bodies in strange ways.  As I understand it, the more unusual a munjuin appears, the older and more powerful it will be.”
“I take it that it’s not normal for them to have six legs, then?” Aranos sighed, not needing to see Rhys shake his head to know the answer.  “So, it’s poisonous, immune to direct magical attacks, and fast in short bursts…wait, why only in short bursts?”
“It is how they attack,” Geltheriel informed him.  “They lie motionless until the prey is in range, then they make a single rush, grabbing it and paralyzing it so they can devour it at their leisure.  Once they have made that rush, though, they are slower and less agile.”
“Do they chase prey?” Aranos asked hesitantly as an idea formed in his head.  “I mean, if they miss with that initial attack, do they follow their prey, or do they reset for another ambush?”
“I…am uncertain,” she answered hesitantly.  She looked at Rhys, who shrugged helplessly.
“I’m guessing that if their first attack misses completely, they just let the prey go,” Aranos offered.  “That’s what most reptiles do: they make a single, fast attack, and if it misses, they wait for another chance.  Doing it takes a lot of their energy…and here’s how we’re going to use that to our advantage.”
The most difficult part of his plan was waiting until everyone was in position.  He activated his Flight Spell and very slowly drifted up to the top of a rock outcrop, a spot where he was hidden from the munjuin but could see the ravine below the creature.  From this distance, his Tracking Skill didn’t allow him to see his party, although he was certain that Geltheriel was moving into position on the far side of the ravine while Silma and Saphielle set up at the entrance to the pass.  Geltheriel’s positioning was the more critical: if the munjuin spotted her moving, it would attack early, and Aranos’ plan would quickly fall to pieces. 
Fortunately, the creature didn’t seem to detect her, even though he was certain it had some sort of Scent Ability; he assumed that the Ability alone didn’t let you penetrate Stealth.  It was likely a combination of his Ability, Tracking Skill level, and Perception Score that allowed Aranos to do that, and the odds were that the creature’s Skill level and Stat weren’t quite as high as the aleen’s. 
Aranos removed his bow and settled himself as he saw Silma’s shape slinking through the ravine.  The fenrin wasn’t in Stealth, so her motions were plainly visible, and when the munjuin froze, ceasing the slowly movement of its head, Aranos knew it had seen her.  The wolf padded forward, moving closer to the lurking predator, seemingly unaware of the danger hanging above her.  Aranos dropped his bow and began readying an Elemental Barrage, calling forth ice mana while at the same time activating his Rapid Shot Ability.
Silma inched closer, now almost directly beneath the ebon lizard, and suddenly, the munjuin erupted in a burst of movement.  It sped down the rocky incline as if the tumbled slope were a grassy hill, darting at the fenrin with jaws spread wide.  It didn’t need to catch the wolf, just to scratch her and let its venom do the rest, and despite her speed, even knowing the attack was coming, there should have been no way for her to avoid that rush.
In fact, that would have been the case had Aranos not boosted her Agility and Endurance with his Greater Empowerment Spell.  Instead of remaining frozen for a fatal instant, the wolf moved faster than Aranos’ eye could track her, leaping backward and twisting, her paws striking the rock face and allowing her to bound off it and dodge easily out of the way.  The lizard rushed past, its jaws snapping shut just inches short of her tail.  It whipped its head to the side in an attempt to grab the fleeing fenrin, but the nimble wolf was well clear. 
The moment she was out of the way, Saphielle stepped out of hiding, grabbing the creature’s attention with her Battle Shout.  The lizard hissed and scrabbled toward the Warrior, who jabbed with her spear to hold it back.  Aranos gave her a moment to occupy the creature fully before moving on to the next stage of his plan.
Ice roared from his hands as he unleashed his Ice Barrage, aiming not for the lizard but for the cliff faces to either side of it.  Globes of ice slammed into the rock face, bursting and showering the lizard in shards of rocks that bounced harmlessly off its gleaming scales.  Aranos didn’t notice that, though; his barrage had a very specific purpose, and all his focus was on that.
The lizard hissed and tried to lunge toward Saphielle, but its movements were awkward and sluggish.  Aranos’ ice rain hadn’t been an attempt to wound the creature, it had been designed to drop the temperature around it by several degrees.  The sheets of ice now clinging to the rocks chilled the air around the munjuin, and as Aranos had guessed it would, the drop in temperature slowed the lizard significantly.  He quickly picked up his bow and drew a mana arrow, sighting on the monster as Silma pivoted and joined Saphielle in attacking it. 
He loosed the mana arrow, using his Multishot Ability to clone the single arrow into five – can’t cast Spells anyways, he reasoned, no reason to conserve SP, right? – and watched as the five arrows struck the obsidian scales with a flash – and rebounded, directly at him.  All five of his arrows slammed into his Composite Armor and burst, knocking him off his perch and sending him tumbling down the slope several feet before he smashed into a boulder, halting his descent.
Ow, he thought silently, activating his Flight Spell and rising back to his perch.  Okay, so standard arrows only.  Got it.
He returned to his position just in time to see Geltheriel retreating, leaving a gaping wound in the lizard’s back.  The creature was struggling to turn to face her, but Saphielle regained its ire with another Shout.  As it turned back to face the Bright Avenger, it unwittingly exposed its throat to Silma’s jaws, and the fenrin took the opportunity to rip and tear at the monster before dancing back out of its retaliatory swipe.
Geltheriel darted back in, but the lizard’s lashing tail slammed into her shoulder, tumbling her to the side.  Aranos quickly pulled a quiver from his inventory and rested it against his leg, drawing an arrow and filling it with SP before loosing it at the lizard.  He cloned it into three arrows, all of which struck the creature in the back along the spine, lodging firmly.  The lizard hissed and snapped at the arrows, lashing its tail in anger, and Saphielle used that moment of inattention to stab her spear at the wound Silma had opened in its throat.
They kept up the assault – Aranos loosing arrows upon the creature from above, alternating his Precise Shot and Multishot Abilities to weaken the giant lizard, while Saphielle tanked at it and Silma and Geltheriel attacked its flanks.  Once the creature was fully engaged, Rhys slipped forward to heal Silma and Saphielle as needed: the elf was bitten once on her right forearm, and Silma took a claw swipe across her shoulder that left four long, red furrows marring her otherwise flawless fur, slicing right through her Enchanted armor.  Aranos had tried hitting the creature with a Void Arrow, hoping that the oppositional energy wouldn’t be reflected; he discovered he was wrong when the arrow reflected back and slammed into him, tearing into his armor.
Eventually, though, Saphielle stunned the munjuin with a spear thrust directly into its eye, freezing it for the few seconds Geltheriel needed to hurdle its lashing tail and drive her blade into its spine between the rear pair of legs.  The tail and rearmost legs collapsed, and with the creature effectively immobilized, Silma was able to finish tearing out its throat before backing up to watch it bleed out.  The munjuin thrashed around, dragging itself forward with its four front claws futilely before collapsing to the earth.
Aranos quickly leapt from his perch, flying swiftly to land near the dying creature.  He felt the life flee from it with his Lifesense Ability and reached out with his Soulmending Skill.  The monster’s soul was filled with pain, fear, and despair as it fled its mortal body, and a wave of rage and agony struck him, almost forcing him to take a physical step back, but he took a deep breath and poured feelings of calm, of understanding, and of forgiveness down the invisible tether.  The munjuin, he could sense, thrived on the terror and pain of its prey as much as on their flesh, but that wasn’t anything it could help.  Its ancestors had been Corrupted, turned to the Lord’s service in Darkness, and it was simply a victim of that long-distant cruelty. 
As his emotions washed over the creature, he could feel its pain and terror ebb.  Its soul stopped thrashing about, no longer furiously trying to cling to its life, and as its agony eased, Aranos felt a surge of power race back down the tether and gather within him.  The energy wasn’t quite in his mana spirals; it didn’t even really feel like it was in his body.  Instead, it seemed as if there was another space within him, one that was linked to his spirals but was separate from them.  He shook his head and dismissed the thought; that was definitely not a mystery to be puzzled out while standing in the open.
The party had been scattered a bit by the munjuin’s assault.  Geltheriel was picking her way around the body, carefully avoiding the ice-covered rocks nearby, while Silma was a short distance up the slope to his right.  Rhys had fallen back after the munjuin attempted several charges against Saphielle.  Aranos had been so focused on his archery that he hadn’t realized how much the battle wandered around the ravine.
Geltheriel grunted in pain as her wounded left shoulder bumped an outcropping of rock as she trudged toward them.  When she finally reached the party, Aranos could see that she’d taken several wounds on her sides and legs, as well.  “Such battles are much easier with your Spells, Oathbinder,” she admitted.  “Yet, as munjuin are somewhat rare, it is my hope that this will be one of the last we encounter.” She sighed in relief as Rhys laid a healing Spell on her and swung her arm back and forth, obviously enjoying the lack of discomfort.
Aranos was about to say that it wasn’t so bad, but he glanced at his companions’ LP bars and clamped his mouth shut.  Saphielle had a Poisoned debuff – happily, he could see that now that he was Party Leader – Geltheriel was down to only about 50% of her max LP, and Silma was down to 70%; apparently, they had both taken some injuries that he hadn’t noticed.  That’s not a good trait in a Party Leader, he silently admonished himself.  You’ve gotta pay better attention to the details, dude.
“That could have gone better,” he said with a grimace.  “I should have been paying more attention to you all and called Rhys up sooner.”
Saphielle snorted at his words, accepting the medicinal waterskin he handed her to cure the poison effect of the munjuin’s bite.  “You are new to leadership, Redeemer, and none would gainsay your right to make small errors.  Think, though: what could you have done differently?  Had Rhys moved forward sooner, before we were certain the munjuin was fully engaged, it might have attacked him instead of me.  And even had it not, how would the Druid have healed your Avowed’s wounds?  Would you have recalled her from her place?  No, the plan was sound, and it went as well as it could have.” The others nodded, and even Silma sniffed in agreement.
“Well, uh, I appreciate that,” Aranos nodded awkwardly, uncomfortable with the praise.  “Now, let’s see about Harvesting this thing; those scales look like they’d make some decent armor.”
Harvesting the creature took longer than it might normally have, since removing the hide without damaging the scales wasn’t a simple task, and Aranos couldn’t use his mana knife on the magically resistant creature.  They also removed the claws and teeth, and Geltheriel showed him how to safely extract the poison glands behind the mouth.  They grabbed as much of its meat as they could; Silma could eat their rations, but his Animal Handling Skill assured him that she would do better on raw meat.  By the time they were finished, everyone’s LP and SP had fully regenerated, and they were ready to move onto the High Road.
They clambered up the ravine, Silma moving much more confidently than the humanoids, a fact she mentioned to him twice during the journey.  The path looked like it had been smooth once but was now broken and filled with piles of tumbled stone.  They made their way laboriously forward, finally cresting the summit, and Aranos saw the High Road for the first time.  As he stepped foot upon it, a notification flashed in his vision:

New Region Discovered: Elven High Roads
Corruption Level: Moderate (2 CP / day)
Special: The High Roads are designed for fast, efficient travel.  All parties on the High Road receive a 400% bonus to their movement rate and do not expend Stamina during normal movement.  Accelerated movement still depletes Stamina at 25% of the normal rate.  Food and water requirements are 10% of normal while on the High Road or a Waystation. 
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Unlike everything around them, the High Road was smooth, white, and even, unmarred by Corruption and pristine, albeit covered with a heavy coating of gray dust and soot.  Aranos could feel the energy radiating from it with his Sense Mana Skill and reached out to it with a tendril of magic, questing.  The road’s built very differently from the Arcane Doors, he realized as he sensed the massive currents of power flowing beneath him, far too potent for him to affect with his Mana Vampire Perk.  I can feel runes down there, and a bunch of Enchantments, but I don’t think there are runes within runes, like in the Doors.  The Enchantments are just really, really powerful, I guess. 
“Welcome to the High Road,” Geltheriel declaimed softly, her eyes scanning the skies.  “Once, this road linked the elven city of Cyva Alari, on the coast of the Earlotë, the Sea of Flowers far to the west, with the great Library of Antas on the border with the human kingdoms.  It branches north at the citadel of Cendarta, now held by the Darkness, and we shall have to pass under the gaze of that dread fortress on our journey.”
“How do you know all this?” Aranos asked her incredulously.  “I mean, do all elves have to learn the history of the High Roads?”
The woman laughed and shook her head.  “Do you believe that my Uncle merely sells books without reading them?  In truth, he has read every page that passes through his shop, and he instructed me on all that he felt it important that I know before we left.  He possesses a tome that is naught but maps of the Realms of Light, and I was able to copy the ones I felt we would need with my Cartographer Skill – giving me a small boost to the Skill, in the process – and I learned much of the Realms before the Feast.”
“So, do you know why they had these, when the Arcane Doors were functioning?” he asked curiously. 
“The High Roads predate the creation of the Doors,” she informed him.  “Or so I read.  Even when the Doors were built, caravans used the High Roads, as many animals found travel through the Doors highly unpleasant.”
“I don’t blame them,” he muttered, remembering the freezing blackness that clawed at his mind and will the first time he’d stepped through an Arcane Door.  “So, I remember that the human kingdoms were three to four days’ travel on these Roads; how far is Antas, then?”
“It would be two days, for most,” she smiled.  “I honestly do not know if your Spell will work to aid our passage here, or if the magic of the Roads will overwhelm yours, but I am certain that the bonuses from your Leadership Skill will aid us.”
“So, a bit over a day and a half,” he quickly calculated.  “Closer to three-quarters, really.”
“Indeed,” she nodded.  “However, the journey will not be without danger.  The Roads are not warded against the Shadow, and we may encounter others using this passage that are hostile to us.  Those upon them are also apparently frequently assaulted by flying creatures, which can often spot those using the Roads from great distances.”
“So, keep an eye open as we travel,” he summed up.  “What about stopping to camp?”
“That should be the least of our concerns,” Saphielle spoke up.  “As you may recall, Lady Wynathra traveled this road in her youth and regaled me with stories of it in preparation.  As they were intended to be used by those making crossings of multiple days, there were once great waystations along the routes.  While certainly some of these will be in disrepair, they should provide us with ample shelter for the night.”
“Well, then, let’s get moving,” Aranos sighed, reaching out to ruffle Silma’s fur.  “Sooner we get going, the sooner we’ll get there, right?”
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The High Road wasn’t quite what Phil had thought it would be.  For some reason, he was imagining something shimmering and made of magic; maybe a glowing river that carried them effortlessly along, or an arching rainbow they could stand on and watch the scenery pass by.
Instead, it reminded him of the pictures of the old, Roman roads.  It was smooth, unblemished stone, solid but covered in a thick layer of black dust, and the worst part of all?  They still had to do all the walking on it. 
“You do know that if we weren’t on this Road, it would take us a week to get to this place, right?” Longfellow pointed out when Phil complained about having to walk.  “I mean, we’re literally going about five times faster, just by walking along here.  Are you really going to whinge about that?”
“Skinny’s got a point,” Meridian chimed in.  “Besides the one on his head, that is.  These Roads are a pretty handy fast-travel device, although I’d prefer some sort of teleportation hub, to be honest.  Be nice to just, you know, be there.”
“First of all, everything about me is the perfect size and shape,” Longfellow replied.  “Unlike our more fun-sized member over here.  Second, I’d rather travel this way; we’ve already gained almost a level’s worth of XP just fighting that cat-beastie that tried to get the jump on us.”
“A full level, here,” McBane spoke up, twirling one of his daggers on his palm.  “I’m catching up to you guys.”
“Yeah, we all need to level up a bit on the way, if we can,” Phil agreed.  “Jeff – Aranos, sorry – already has his Advanced Class.  We’re going to be behind the curve as it is.”
“Wait, he’s got an Advanced Class?” Meridian repeated, whistling.  “Damn.  Do you know what it is?”
“Yeah, and if I tell you about it, I’ll have to spend the next hour wiping the drool from your chin,” Phil told her dryly.  “It doesn’t matter, though; like I told you, he’s a magic Class, primarily DPS, although he’s got some crowd control and buffing stuff.  Nothing like what you can do, though, Meridian.”
“Yeah, you better kiss my butt,” she laughed.  “At least, if you want the heals next time something big and mean tries to eat your face.”
“Pfft, as if you’d withhold healing from the tank that keeps that same monster from snacking on you, as well,” Longfellow said drily. 
“Well, sure,” Meridian acknowledged.  “Although, I can’t think of any reason I’d want to heal some silly shooter, can you?  You know, like from that bird’s poison the other day?  You’d probably have gotten over that by yourself, right?”
“Umm, well,” the archer hesitated.  “Yeah, never mind that.  I heartily agree that you’re an amazing healer, Meridian.”
“And that’s why I love being a healer,” she laughed joyously.  “Nobody wants to play them, because they aren’t flashy and fancy, but everybody forgets rule number one.  You never, ever, annoy the person that keeps you from dying.”
“I promise,” Phil grinned at her.  “At least, until the next time I do it on accident.”  He took a deep breath and looked around.  “Well, might as well get started, right?  Sooner we get going, the sooner we’ll get there.”




Chapter 5

Aranos’ party huddled behind a mass of stone, staring at the tower looming before them in silence.  The trip along the High Road hadn’t been as smooth or easy as he’d been hoping.  As he’d suspected, his Aura of Movement Spell didn’t work on the High Roads.  When he’d attempted to use the Spell, all he got was an instant headache and a red notification:
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Spell Failure!
Your Spell Aura of Movement cannot be cast in this region: The High Roads.
An existing effect in the region supersedes this Spell.
Spell Backlash: You are Stunned for 10 s.  Due to your Fortitude Skill, this duration has been reduced to 0 s.
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Technically, he supposed after reading the notification – grateful again for his Fortitude Skill – the Spell worked, but the Enchantments of the Roads seemed to do much the same thing that his Aura did.  The Road’s Enchantments, however, were much, much more powerful and potent; from what little he could sense, the energy sustaining those Enchantments dwarfed even his Ascended Spells by at least an order of magnitude.  No wonder my Spell backlashed, he had thought as he massaged his temples.  I basically just tried to redirect a river with a squirt gun. 
He’d studied the Roads as much as he could with his Sense Mana Skill, trying to parse out how the Roads worked, but so far, he’d had little success.  From what he could tell, the High Roads were Enchanted in much the same way as the Arcane Doors, except that the Runeforms felt cruder.  With the Arcane Doors, each set of Runeforms contained a finer set of Runes within it; as far as he’d discovered, there were at least three nestled sets of Runeforms, but for all he knew, there could be ten or more, although that would probably make the last few Runeforms microscopic or even quantum-sized.
The High Roads, instead, seemed to be Enchanted in layers.  He could feel at least a dozen layers of Enchantments and Runes beneath him, laid one atop the next.  Each layer was a massive, repeating pattern of runes and Enchantments, but the layers were also linked to one another to create a more complex, three-dimensional Enchantment that gave the High Roads their admittedly enormous power. 
As the initial notification had indicated, those upon the High Roads were sustained in much the same way he was in the forest.  They needed very little food or water, their Stamina didn’t seem to drop unless they were moving close to their fastest pace – and even then, it fell at a reduced rate – and he had a feeling they’d need less sleep and could travel into the night.  They were also moving at around five times their normal speed, at least judging by how quickly the lands around them sped past. 
He’d discovered that this last effect, at least, only extended so high above the Road when he attempted to fly up to scout ahead.  As he rose through the air, his ascent suddenly slowed when he got about twenty feet over the road, as if he were passing through an invisible, intangible barrier.  His skin tingled, his hair stood on end, and with a sudden jolt, he was shoved through the barrier and hurled about ten feet higher.  From that height, the rest of his party below him suddenly looked as if they were racing away at high speed, their movements so fast that they were slightly blurred despite the fact that he knew they were walking at a normal speed.  He hurriedly descended back through the barrier, realizing that flying simply wasn’t going to be a reliable form of travel on the Roads.  It would be too easy to accidentally cross that barrier and get left behind.
That was something of a shame, though, since as Geltheriel had suggested, the High Roads were in frequent use, and only Silma was swift and stealthy enough to scout ahead for them since he couldn’t fly.  What Geltheriel hadn’t known was that most of the travelers on the Road were intelligent Shadowborn, rather than mindless creatures of Darkness – at least, the ones they encountered were.  These creatures were aware enough to realize the value of the Roads and presented a far different type of threat to the party.  Even the less intelligent among them knew enough to use tactics and to recognize tactics being used against them, and the party had been harder-pressed than he’d anticipated.
For the past hour, they’d encountered mostly what Geltheriel told him were uruks – gray-skinned humanoids with coarse, sparse black fur and heavy features that he associated with orcs in other games – whose parties had been mostly mixtures of different warrior types.  The creatures had usually numbered 5 or 6 and were intelligent enough to have tanks in their front lines, spear wielders as a second line, and slingers in the back. 
It was an effective grouping, or it would have been had Aranos not been able to use his Void Paralysis and Debilitation Spells to break up the front ranks.  Saphielle and Silma moved to tank those who he hadn’t incapacitated, while Geltheriel slipped behind them through the shadows and took out the vulnerable ranged attackers.  Without shield-bearers to protect them, the spear-wielders simply didn’t have the numbers to keep the melee fighters from closing with them, and in close, their spears were more of a hindrance than a help.
A couple of times, they ran into a group with some sort of shaman or witch doctor, and that added a new level of complexity to the battle.  The tanks worked to protect the caster from Aranos’ attacks, and while his Composite Bullets did a number on their shields and armor, the caster could heal them well enough to keep them in the fight.  If Aranos ignored the healer and tried to incapacitate the tanks, the witch doctor would punish Saphielle and Silma with debuffs and damaging Spells of its own.  Aranos had been forced to keep his focus on the caster, using void mana to eat through their magical shielding while the others concentrated on the more mundane fighters.  Once he took the healer down, his previous strategies worked once more, and they were able to mop up the creatures with relative ease.
Unfortunately, despite the difficulty of dealing with the organized parties of uruks, the group wasn’t really gaining a lot of XP.  The uruks just weren’t very high-level; without their group tactics, any one of the party would have been able to wipe the creatures out easily.  At least, though, Silma gained a level on the journey:
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Your Companion has gained a level!
Current Level: 11
Per +3, Agil +3, Other Stats +2, +5 Stat points to assign
Congratulations!
Your Animal Companion has exceeded 50 in multiple Stats!
Agility: 51
Benefit: Gain 10% bonus to Defense.  Agility-based Skills gain a 10% boost to their effects.
Perception: 52
Benefit: Keen Senses are 50% more effective.  Perception-based Skills gain a 10% boost to their effects.
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After a moment’s consideration, he dropped one of Silma’s points into Endurance and two each into Agility and Perception.  She had grown to a bit over ten feet long and more than five and a half tall at the shoulder; she could now look him in the eye with no issues.
Their trip had been fine, right up until they neared the waystation they were hoping to use for the night.  Silma’s nose and ears had alerted the party to the presence of a large number of the uruks within the tower, the only part of the structure still standing and not in ruin.  Aranos’ Tracking Skill was a bit more specific: as far as he could tell, there were 32 uruks within, at least three of whom didn’t seem to be wearing any armor, from the depth of their tracks.  Probably spellcasters of some kind, he thought grimly. 
“It would be foolish to attempt to enter through the main door,” Saphielle spoke quietly, eyeing the portal in question.  “I can see four uruks guarding it, but certainly there are more ready to rush outside should any of those give the alarm.”
Aranos realized the same thing.  “Yeah, we can’t go fight them in there,” he agreed.  “I’d say we need to lure them out here, but then we’d just get swarmed.  Do we need to take this place?”
Geltheriel nodded.  “That, or travel through the night,” she said solemnly.  “Which none of the rest of us can do without penalty, despite the advantages of the roads.  The uruks are patrolling from this location, and any camp we set might be overrun by them at any time.”
“As well, it would seem an inauspicious start to our reclamation of Antas if we could not overcome a single uruk-held waystation,” Rhys pointed out with a smile.  “You have rarely been at a loss for creative strategies before, Liberator.  Surely, this is not beyond your abilities.” 
Aranos snorted.  “Well, it’s more complicated than that.  If we just drive them out, they’ll go find more of their kind and keep hitting us all night long.  If we do this, we can’t let any of them escape.  We’ll still have to watch through the night, but at least we’ll be dealing with roving parties of them instead of a warband, and we’ll be doing it from a fortified location.  That means that we need to hold the entrance so they can’t escape, but at the same time we have to get inside to deal with them.  Otherwise, they can just hole up inside; I assume they have a way to signal for reinforcments.”
He sat back, thinking furiously.  I could set up an ooze trap like I did with the amaroks, he considered, but these things are smart enough to figure out how to get across it.  I could build walls of magma or ice to hold them, but they’ve got spellcasters; for all I know, they might be able to disjoin Spells the way I can.  We can’t kite them all the way back down the High Road for the next hour, and they’ve got bows and probably magic, so I can’t just hit them from the air in safety…
His brain was racing in circles, so he forced it to slow and relaxed his mind, allowing his thoughts to drift.  It’s just a problem to be solved, he reminded himself.  This isn’t anything big.  It’s like trying to remove a nest of wasps without getting stung, really…
His eyes widened at that thought, and he turned to Saphielle.  “If we took out those four guarding the door,” he asked slowly, “how long do you think you, Geltheriel, and Silma could hold that door and keep the rest from escaping?”
The Warrior looked at the tower, her eyes calculating.  “Against uruks, almost indefinitely,” she replied after a long moment.  “My spear would be very effective in holding the portal, and the fenrin and Shadedancer could guard my flanks effectively.  If the Druid would not run out of SP or we out of Stamina, we could defend that position for hours.”
“Way longer than we need, then,” he chuckled.  “I think if you can hold it for a full minute, I can clear the entire tower with my Deadly Vapors Spell.  It’ll be just like poisoning a wasp’s nest.”
Saphielle’s eyes narrowed.  “As I have seen it, your Spell always descends to the lowest point, Redeemer,” she countered.  “It seems that were you to try that, the Spell would envelop us rather than our foes.”
“Which is why I’m not going to do it that way.  I’m going up to the top and send it down.”
Geltheriel shook her head vehemently.  “The uruks will certainly have watchers on all the windows,” she told him firmly.  “You would be seen, and should there be a spellcaster there capable of countering your Flight Spell…”
“That’s why I’ll be invisible,” he smiled, taking out the Diadem of Concealment that he’d claimed from Gorrid days ago and placing it on his head.  He concentrated on the item and felt a tiny surge of SP flow into it.  Nothing changed as far as he could tell – he was still able to see himself perfectly fine – but the party gasped and Silma let out an inquisitive whine. 
“What is that item?” Geltheriel demanded.  “And how did you not pass it to me?  If I could truly be invisible, Oathbinder, our battles would have gone far more simply!”
He relaxed his concentration, and Geltheriel’s eyes focused on him once more.  “You need to use SP to power it,” he said apologetically.  “I haven’t seen any use for it, yet, but…”  He broke off as Rhys chuckled ruefully, and he caught a hint of a mocking smile in the Druid’s eyes.
“I do have the use of my SP, Oathbinder,” the Shadedancer replied crisply.  “I may not have the endless pool of it that you seem to, but I do use shadow mana to power my Class Abilities.  Did you not realize that being able to turn into shadow or to conjure blades of darkness were acts of magic, not simply of Stamina?”
Aranos blinked, startled.  He honestly hadn’t even thought about that, but now that he did, it was obvious.  Both Geltheriel and Saphielle had what were usually called hybrid Classes, ones that used both might and magic to fulfill their roles.  Of course, for that to work, they both had to gain SP each level.  “I honestly hadn’t considered it,” he admitted.  “After I use it for this, though, it’s yours; you’re right, you can definitely get better use from it than I can.”
He quickly went over his plan with the party, buffing the three fighters with both Endurance and Strength buffs, since heightened Agility wasn’t going to be as useful in the close confines in which they’d be working.  They all dropped into Stealth and moved as close to the guards outside the tower as they dared.
Aranos started the combat by hitting the uruk closest to the door with a Void Paralysis.  Saphielle immediately used her Shield Charge Ability to slam into the next uruk, catching it by surprise and hurling it into the side of the tower.  Geltheriel and Silma both vanished, one into the shadows, the other teleporting next to an uruk and bearing it to the ground, tearing out its throat effortlessly.  The last turned to flee, but Geltheriel slipped from the shadows beside it, her blade taking it cleanly in the throat.  It gurgled and choked for a moment before slumping to the ground.  Saphielle finished her foe off with her spear, while Aranos released the bound uruk just long enough for it to catch a Composite Bullet in its skull.
As soon as the creatures fell, the three Warriors gathered before the doorway.  Saphielle stood at the center, with Geltheriel to her left and Silma on the right.  Rhys took position behind them, ready to heal their wounds.  Once the party was set, Aranos cast his Flight Spell and activated the Diadem, floating slowly up toward the nearest open window. 
He glanced inside and saw that the window led into a small, closed room; not quite what he was looking for.  He floated around until he found a window that opened into a larger room, one with several uruks inside, including a pair wearing tattered robes instead of armor.   He drifted to the side of the window and cast his Forge Mana Spell, pulling up air mana and shaping it to fill the window, leaving only a small hole to one side that he immediately covered with his transparent hand.
He called forth his Deadly Vapors Spell, pushing the gray mist through the hole he’d left and into the room.  Immediately, the space erupted in coughing and a series of grunting, guttural barks.  It took Aranos a moment to realize that the uruks were speaking to one another; he only figured out what the sounds were when one of the robed figures started gesturing as it grunted and barked at the others, and the rest began fleeing the room.  One rushed to the window, striking his Air Shield heavily and rebounding, dropping into the cloud of vapors.  The fallen uruk thrashed momentarily, clutched its throat, and was still.
Aranos continued to channel the Spell, pouring more of the Vapors into the room as the inhabitants threw open the door and rushed out to escape the gray tendrils of deadly fog.  He heard other doors slamming in the distance, and the growling of uruk voices suddenly changed into a clash of steel and the sound of Silma snapping and snarling.  He pushed down his urge to zip over and help the party hold the door – he had to trust that they would keep the uruks busy long enough for him to saturate the tower with his Spell.  From how much damage it seemed to take to bring one of these creatures down, he figured they’d last about three to five seconds in his Vapors if they were fully immersed; even so, he kept one eye securely on his party members’ LP bars.  If they started dropping too quickly, he’d have to rush back and help them, even if it meant reworking his plan.
He watched the tendrils disappearing through the open door and hoped the uruks, in their flight, had left most of the doors ajar.  His Spell would seep under doorframes, but that would slow it down significantly.  He channeled the spell for thirty seconds – each second doing so cost him LP, so he couldn’t afford to let it go too long – and dropped his Air Shield, slipping into the mist-filled room.
Aranos willed the mists to leave the room and followed them as they slid out the door and into a larger, central area.  A handful of uruk bodies were scattered here, and all the doors to the area had been flung open.  A staircase descended in the middle of the room, and Aranos followed his Spell down the stairs to the next level.  He glanced once more at his party’s LP bars; they were holding steady, with only minor damage to any of them.
Each floor of the tower looked essentially the same: a large central area with surrounding rooms, separated by doors.  A half-dozen more bodies lay, unmoving and scattered across the main area, the doors leading out hanging open and silent.  The next floor was the same, and Aranos pushed his Spell down the stairs until he heard Silma’s howl, signaling that she had spotted the effects of his Spell.  Instantly, he willed the Vapors to halt and to part, giving him a safe but narrow passage forward.
Uruk bodies filled this staircase, but from the continuing sounds of combat, Aranos knew that at least some of the creatures had survived his Spell.  He moved forward cautiously until he spotted a dozen of the creatures still standing, sheltered from his Spell by a glowing wall of force being maintained by three robed figures.  Maybe the last one wasn’t high-ranking enough to hang out in the tower? he wondered absently.  Or maybe he was part of the group set to guard the door?
He quickly called up a Void Bullet, losing even more of his precious LP, and fired it at the glowing wall.  The construct shuddered under the impact of his Spell, but apparently the combined power of the three spellcasters was enough to hold it against him.  One of the figures pointed at him and barked something, and he quickly activated his Ring of Force Shield and hurled a Composite Bullet at the uruks’ barrier, cloning it into three with his Multishot Ability.  All three bullets slammed into the wall within an inch of one another, and he could feel the cracks spreading through it.
Two of the uruks began casting a Spell, and Aranos narrowed his eyes as he suddenly saw Silma’s LP bar drop 10%.  What am I doing? he berated himself.  Don’t punch through it with raw force; there’s a better way.  He extended a mana tendril to the barrier; thanks to the two casters focusing on their Spell, it was only being held by the third one.  Aranos analyzed the Spell and found the point where the spell-form recycled its energy.  He nudged the Spell out of alignment, channeling 15 Soul Points as he did and feeling only token resistance from the single caster as the extra power roared through him.  Instead of allowing the energy to disperse, he guided the barrier’s power back down the link connecting it to the uruk, driving the energy into the creature. 
The gray-skinned caster cried out as the Spell’s energy slammed into it, and blood burst from its mouth and nose.  The other two casters froze for a moment, and Aranos called up a Radiant Blast, bathing the shocked uruks in brilliant, white flames.  The creatures roared and fell back as Aranos moved forward, willing his Deadly Vapors ahead of him.  The remaining uruks spun to face him, and Aranos saw a flash of steel as either Geltheriel or Saphielle took advantage of their inattention.
He dismissed his Vapors and released his Radiant Blast as he stepped back, firing Composite Bullets into the remaining creatures.  He could see Silma, now, her silver armor splattered with red from a weeping cut along her side.  Even as he watched, the cut sealed itself beneath the power of Rhys’ magic, and the fenrin moved forward ferociously, ripping at the uruks’ legs and pulling them down, allowing the others to finish them with a sword or spear thrust.
The two remaining casters began gathering the energy for a Spell again, but Aranos hit one in the face with a Composite Bullet, dropping it lifelessly to the ground.  The last caster tried to flee but ran directly into Saphielle’s spear, which took it in the eye and erupted from the back of its skull.  As the last uruk fell, Geltheriel sat down heavily, panting.
“That was a near thing, Oathbinder,” she told him.  “They came faster than we anticipated and were maddened by fear.  Had the Druid not been here, we would not have been able to hold.”
“Then I’m glad he was here,” Aranos smiled at the Druid who inclined his head.  “It looks like he kept you all reasonably healthy.  Although I’m not sure how they managed to penetrate Silma’s armor.”
One of the casters Enchanted their weapons, the wolf explained tiredly.  They weren’t powerful enough to get through Saphielle’s armor, but they managed to wound Geltheriel and I several times.
“One observes that you were somewhat delayed, Liberator,” Rhys observed mildly.  “Was there an unforeseen difficulty?”
“The uruk spellcasters – I don’t know if they’re Wizards or Priests – put a barrier up.  It took me a bit to get through it.”
Saphielle nodded.  “An acceptable reason.  And while the battle was closer than we would have preferred, it was also a victory; at least, it will be once we ensure the tower is clear.”
“Oh, that reminds me,” he said, closing his eyes and reaching out with his Lifesense, encompassing as much of the tower as he could, which was only about two floors.  He could feel the souls of the nearby uruks still hovering about, and he reached out to them, easing the pain and terror of their deaths and receiving Soul Points in return.  The uruks who died earlier, however, didn’t register to his Lifesense; their souls had moved on already.
I could have stopped and mended their Souls earlier, he silently reasoned.  If I had done that, though, I might have been too late getting to the others.  Better to have let those Soul Points go, for sure.
The others were staring at him inquisitively.  “Once more, he needs to rest his eyes after a battle,” Rhys observed calmly.  “If one were more curious, they would certainly wonder about this, Liberator.”
“Oh, yeah, I forgot to tell you about that,” he snorted.  “It’s not a secret; I got a new Skill, is all.  I’ll tell you more once we’re set up.  For now, what matters is that I’m not sensing anyone left in the next couple floors of the tower, but we should really go check the rest and get rid of the bodies somehow.”
Geltheriel grunted and rose to her feet.  Silma padded up and slipped around him, pushing him gently backward with her shoulder.  I should go first, as I will sense any survivors before you do, she thought insistently at him.  He chuckled and stepped back, hands raised in surrender.
“Okay, girl,” he conceded.  “You go first; we’ll follow behind you.”
The wolf huffed and padded up the stairs, her head low as she scented the air.  Saphielle followed immediately after, with Aranos behind her.  Rhys came next, and Geltheriel took up the rear.  The Sorcerer’s Lifesense Skill didn’t cover the whole building, so he couldn’t be certain that it was empty, but he hadn’t felt anything in any of the rooms he’d passed on the way down.  It was possible, though, that something was hiding in one of the rooms, out of the range of his senses – it’s not like I methodically swept the floors or anything, he realized – so he moved silently and carefully with his companions.
Fortunately, their caution had been unwarranted.  It seemed that the uruks from the top floor had roused the entire tower in their hurry to escape his attack, and as far as he could tell, none of the creatures had escaped.  He’d need to check around the outside of the tower for tracks before he was certain, but it seemed like they’d managed to take the place without raising an alarm.
Geltheriel had him collect the bodies of the fallen uruks in his Storage Bag – apparently, all he had to do was touch something and will it into his inventory; it didn’t actually need to fit in the opening to the backpack –and he transported the corpses in what looked like a guardroom near the base of the tower, sealing it shut with a Crystal Wall to ward off the smell a bit.  He added another Crystal Wall just inside the doorway to seal the entrance and placed another halfway up the stairs to the first floor.
Anything that really wants to will be able to hack through that, he told himself, but it’ll make a lot of noise doing it, and we’ll definitely hear them.  And, because the walls are crystal mana, they’re permanent until they’re destroyed, so I won’t have to spend time maintaining or renewing them.
As he finished sealing the doorway, a notification dot started blinking in his vision, and he curiously pulled it up:
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You have cleared High Road Waystation (Eredain)
You may set this area as your spawn point; this will also make it a safe zone to rest in.
Safe Zones: Safe zones are areas that are not subject to casual monster attacks.  This will not prevent enemies that are hunting for you from attacking, but it will cause random monsters to avoid the area.  Once a safe zone is abandoned, monsters can move back into it freely.
Do you wish to set this as your spawn point? (Yes/No)
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Well, that’s useful, he thought happily, selecting ‘Yes’.  He felt a twinge in his stomach as his respawn point shifted.  Now, we won’t have to worry about keeping as tight a watch.  We can still be hunted, but we won’t be randomly attacked. 
He rejoined his companions at the top of the tower, in the room he had first attacked the uruks.  “This looks like a decent place for a camp,” he observed.  “Let’s go ahead and get set up…”
“I do not believe this would be the ideal room for our rest tonight,” Saphielle interrupted him, shaking her head. 
“What do you mean?” he asked curiously.  “We’ve got plenty of space here, and we can keep watch easily out the window.”
“That is same window that you used to assault the uruks,” she pointed out.  “If we can use this vulnerability to gain surprise, surely someone else can do the same.  I do not wish to be awakened to find a swarm of qasits filling this room, and I doubt you would, as well.”
He stopped and considered her words.  “Are you thinking about the next floor down?” he asked dubiously.
“While certainly we could occupy the lower floor,” Rhys spoke up, “one might wonder if it would not be difficult to keep watch from there, considering that there are fewer windows overlooking the road.”
“And if we posted a sentry here, they’d have trouble calling out to anyone on the floor below,” Aranos agreed.  “What about the big central room on this floor?  I could seal the other doors, and whoever’s on watch duty can stay in here to keep an eye out.  We’d only have a single door between the sentry and the camp, then, so spreading the alarm should be easy.”
Geltheriel nodded.  “An agreeable solution,” she replied.  “Let us begin our preparations; I would prefer to let you take your time for Meditation first, allowing those of us who require more sleep to rest for the night, if that is acceptable to you.”
“Yeah, I can use the time for training,” he admitted.  “Plus, I want to think of a way to make something like this easier without draining my own LP so much.”
“The Spell you cast injured you?” Saphielle questioned curiously.  “Why would you use mana that damages you?  That seems foolish, as your LP pool cannot be very high.”
“Well, the Spell uses death mana, which is damaging to use, sure.  But it also does extra damage to living creatures, so it’s particularly effective against large numbers of low-level creatures like these uruks.”
Rhys was staring at him, his face a bit disbelieving.  “I have not heard of a Wizard’s Spell damaging them in the casting, Liberator.  One might wonder if, perhaps, that means there is a better way to use this mana.”
Aranos thought for a moment.  “It might be a Sorcerer-only issue,” he reasoned slowly.  “Most Wizards just use unaspected mana to cast their Spells, after all, and the spell-forms purify the mana into whatever aspects they need.  As a Sorcerer, if I want to cast a death mana Spell, I have to channel death mana directly, which you can guess isn’t conducive to living things.”
“As likely indicated by the word ‘death’ in its name,” Geltheriel muttered.  “Let us also not forget that you were going to tell us about some new Ability or Perk or godly power you had been granted, correct?”
Aranos grinned.  “It’s a Skill, actually,” he corrected her, delving briefly into the story of how he had tried learning Soulbinding but ended up Redeeming it into Soulmending.  “So, what I was doing was putting more of my SP and LP into the souls nearby to ease their passage,” he finished.  “When I do that, I get bonuses to my mental Stats, plus I can use the energy to empower my other Spells or Abilities.”
She looked at him strangely for a moment before nodding.  “I have never heard of the Skill you attempted to learn,” she admitted, “but if any Skill could be considered Corrupted, surely one that torments souls would qualify.  I am relieved that you found a way to Redeem it and to harness its power without harming others.  And yet, it is odd that such a Skill would find its way into Uncle’s library.  He is usually very cautious of such things and has Elder Golloron examine each tome before it is allowed into his collection.”
“One observes that the Liberator did not realize that the Skill was Corrupt until it was too late,” Rhys shrugged.  “Perhaps the Elder was equally misled.”
“If he didn’t actually read the Skill book, it’s possible,” Aranos agreed.  “I thought it might be about creating soul-bound items, to be honest.”
Geltheriel’s frown hadn’t eased.  “That is possible, I suppose,” she allowed slowly.  “And yet…”
“How such a thing happened is likely of little importance, save perhaps to your Uncle,” Saphielle pointed out.  “What matters is that the Redeemer once more did as my name for him implies and has turned a tool of the Darkness into a weapon for the Light.”  The woman’s face seemed oddly proud as she spoke, and she looked at Aranos appraisingly as she finished.
“Well, the Redeemed version isn’t quite as powerful,” he told the Avenger with a grimace, “but the mental Stat bonuses are worth it.  I got about nine or ten Soul Points from each of the uruks in the staircase, which boosted my Stats by a fair bit.”
Geltheriel grinned.  “Well, it is not the power of the gods, as I had hoped, but it will suffice.  Now, let us secure this room so that we all may rest this night.”
Safeguarding the room was relatively simple, and in no time, Aranos was seated in his tent, the mana crystal on the floor before him, descending into his mindscape.  He sat down in his chair, facing his column of swirling mana, and drew energy from the crystal, cycling it through his spirals.  After smoothing and repairing the flows, he called up the mental graph of his system and began nesting more hourglass shapes within the bells of his existing one.  With each new layer, he compressed the existing flows, reducing the space between them and forcing him to refine the channels even further to be sure they wouldn’t leak energy into the nearby layers. 
Thirty minutes later, he exited his mana spirals, tired but satisfied; he had managed to add two more layers in each hourglass, and the extra power flowing into the system had made it far simpler to spot flaws and enact repairs.  He’d even begun the process of adding layers in his secondary spirals, although managing the flows in those was more complex and took a lot more effort on his part. 
He still had thirty minutes to go on his Int and Wis training, so he decided to work on crafting some new Spells.  First, though, he called up the mental image of his elemental warding Spell.  Last time, he’d completed the barrier of air that would physically protect the area within the ward as well as the stone spears that would damage attackers that pierced that wall.  Now, he pictured a curtain of fire mana that extended across the warded area, the line of fire a diameter of the circle.  He excluded a small, safe zone in the middle – he didn’t want the fire raging through their campsite, after all – and, after a moment’s thought, changed the wall from regular fire mana to radiant mana, which would be harder for enemies to resist.  A creature that was immune to fire damage would still take radiant damage, unless it was also immune to air-based effects.  That was a huge benefit to using Composite aspects: to resist them, you had to have resistance to all of the Primary aspects involved.
He pictured the radiant curtain rotating, sweeping through the warded space.  He imagined uruks being speared by his jagged stone stalagmites, pinned in place as the curtain of white flames washed over them.  He could hear their screams as their flesh melted, smell the odor of burning meat, taste the soot of their ashes in the air.  Once he had the image firmly in mind, he began pouring SP into it from the crystal, sucking mana in and inundating the image with power.  Ten minutes later, he felt that part of the ward coalesce, and he turned his thoughts to the final element.
Originally, he’d imagined a mist of water mana obscuring the central area, but he realized that was a double-edged sword. Sure, it hid those in the safe zone from ranged attacks from the outside, but it equally prevented those within the zone from targeting anyone outside of it.  He considered a wall of ice, but unless he could get the ice to be perfectly clear, those within still wouldn’t be able to see anything without, and they definitely wouldn’t be able to target enemies. 
Clouds of Deadly Vapors would work, except he had a feeling that casting this Spell would take a huge amount of SP, and if including death mana meant the Spell would drain his LP, it was a realistic possibility that a single casting could kill him.  The same limitation kept him from using any sort of void mana.  A light mana barrier wouldn’t shield against much, and light mana attacks would be far too visible at night.  No point in driving off one set of enemies, he grimaced, if it means drawing in three more.  Of course, a curtain of brilliant, white fire isn’t exactly subtle, but pure light mana would have to be really potent to do any significant damage, which means it would be visible for miles.
He supposed he could make crystal spears, but that seemed repetitive when he already had stone ones, plus it would require triple the SP and be permanent, meaning those spears would be a hazard for anyone passing through in the future.  A storm of crystal shards was also possible, but suspending shards of solid crystal in the air would require a lot of air mana, meaning the entire Spell would drain way more SP. 
That meant his only real choices were lightning or acid.  Lightning was a possibility; he could forge a lightning storm that would strike at any creature moving through the area.  The issue with that was targeting; lightning mana had a base 50% chance to miss its intended target.  While his Expert ranked Mana Mastery reduced that to 0% normally, he wasn’t sure if that would translate over to a Spell like this that he wasn’t actively controlling.  He didn’t want to create a lightning storm that would hurt his own party, after all.
Besides, acid mana used water as its base, and he really wanted to use water mana for his final element.  He already had the other three basic elements represented, and if he could include water damage in the mix, something would have to be immune to all four damage types to be able to ignore this ward.  Technically, acid also contained life mana, but life mana wasn’t very good at damaging things, so that part of the equation didn’t really interest him.
Acid it was.  Now, he just needed to figure out exactly how he would include acid in his ward.  His first thought was a rain of acid, but he had a feeling that would interfere with his radiant curtain.  Clouds of acidic fog probably wouldn’t extinguish the flames, but they might boil away when the curtain swept through them.  Making a fog of acid that moved with the fire wall was possible, though; all it would require was a fairly gentle application of air mana to keep the fog moving ahead of the curtain. 
He imagined his ward raging at full force; the air barrier shimmered and swirled overhead, the earth groaned and buckled as stone spears jutted up and slid back down, and heat poured up as the wall of white flames began to circle.  He imagined two clouds of acid mana swirling into view, looking like harmless, gray fog and nearly filling the two semicircles between the fire curtains.  He pushed a slow current of air mana around the inside of the warded area, adjusting the speed until the fog was streaming raggedly along between the fiery curtains.
To his surprise, the fog of acid rushed to the outside edge of the ward, the fog turning into spatters of acid that rained to the ground harmlessly.  He restarted the vision and controlled the wind more carefully, thinking that perhaps he had accidentally deflected it outward.  He carefully moved the air, being sure to keep it running parallel to the outer edge, but once again, the acid immediately swirled to the edge and fell as a pointless rain.
It took him several more minutes – and no small amount of frustration – to discover the flaw in his design.  As it turned out, the air at the edge of the warded area was moving significantly faster than the air closer to the center, since it had to go a much longer distance in the same amount of time.  That meant the area at the edge of the circle was at a lower pressure, so it acted like a vacuum and sucked the clouds of acid into it, where they condensed and dropped like rain. 
He ended up needing a spiraling pattern of air to get the effect he wanted.  The acid fogs were perpetually shifting back and forth, pushed inward by the twisted air currents before being sucked back out by the vacuum effect.  He allowed the vision to play out, hearing the screams as the clouds of acid burned into flesh, smelling the chemical scent in the air, tasting the sour tang of the stray wisps of acid that swirled into the center harmlessly.  He poured more SP into the image, imagining every aspect of it, throwing himself into the vision as completely as possible. 
It took him ten more minutes of dumping mana into the construct with his Mana Vampire Ability – the equivalent of emptying his SP pool almost eight times – before the mist construct finally coalesced in his mind. 
That left only one part of the Spell: setting it to activate.  That was a simple enough matter; he imagined a hemisphere of life magic wrapped around the ward, linked to the air barrier.  He pictured a single balayang brushing the trigger, felt a tiny bit of the life magic drain into the small monster, and instantly the air barrier triggered. 
Next, he linked the air barrier to the stone spears.  He then imagined a massive ursusz smashing the barrier, entering the warded area.  The moment the flow of air was disrupted, the stone spears began erupting from the ground.  He saw the ursusz impaled by spears but still pushing forward, and he visualized a second ring of life magic, linking it to the fire curtain and acid fogs.
The moment the ursusz crossed that second, thin line of life mana, the flames and acid roared to life.  He watched as the enormous bear was alternately roasted and melted while being spitted on earthen spears.  He restarted the vision and watched the ursusz crash through it again, funneling power into the image for three more minutes before the entire Spell finally took shape.
Finishing the Spell had basically completed his Wis and Int training, but he still had more time to kill, and new Spells to fashion.  He quickly pulled up the mental list of Spells he’d noted in the Store of the House of Stars and examined them to see which, if any, looked like they would be useful.  He supposed he could start on the more complex Elemental Bombardment, but first he wanted to see if he could replicate any of the simpler, more immediately useful Spells on his list.
The first one he turned his gaze to was the armor-strengthening Spell.  That was something he was certain he could do, since it wasn’t much different from using his High Mastery Ability to purify the metal mana in someone’s armor.  Using High Mastery that way wasn’t practical, though; while the effects were permanent, it was a slow process and wouldn’t be useful in combat.  What he needed was a way to instantly reinforce armor that would last just long enough to make it through a battle.
The obvious answer, he thought, was to flood the armor with metal mana.  However, when he pulled up the mental image of Saphielle, encased in her steel armor, and imagined pouring metal mana into it, two things happened in his vision.  First, the armor thickened immediately, the bulk and extra weight slowing the Warrior down significantly.  Second, the armor took on a dull, almost matte finish, and when he imagined it being struck by a blow from a towering, bear-like ursusz, the armor cracked and shattered.
Aranos shook his head; simply dumping metal mana wasn’t going to work.  He knew from his Enchanting that different metals had different mana patterns to them; perhaps by pouring energy into that matrix, he was disrupting the patterns and rendering the steel brittle and weak.  He started his mental image once more, but this time, he reached out to the armor first with a mental tendril, taking in a feel for how the mana resonated in the metal.  Carefully, he sent energy into the metal, this time being cautious to match the existing patterns in the armor. 
The steel breastplate didn’t immediately change its appearance, this time, but it did grow noticeably thicker and heavier.  The imaginary Saphielle’s motions become ponderous and unwieldy, and while the blows of the ursusz he constructed didn’t breach her armor, she was unable to dodge or return strikes effectively.  Aranos sighed; it seemed like just adding power to the armor wouldn’t work, no matter what.
He stopped and considered the problem, letting his thoughts relax and drift as he did so.  He supposed it made sense that adding mana to the armor would make it thicker and heavier; basically, any metal object was just permanently solidified metal mana, so adding more mana would necessarily create more metal.  What he needed, then, wasn’t more mana…it was better mana. 
He returned to his mental image and allowed his senses to range through the imagined metal, once more examining the sense of the energy pattern.  The steel had an almost crystal feel to it; for the most part, it consisted of a single pattern of mana that was repeated throughout the entirety of the breastplate.  It reminded Aranos of a tiled mosaic floor, where someone took a single arrangement of multiple, different-sized tiles and laid a series of them, creating a pattern that was both regular and irregular at the same time.
However, he realized that whoever had tiled this particular breastplate had made a few mistakes.  There were places where the pattern was shifted, destroying the regularity, or where parts of the pattern were missing, shifting all the tiles about it almost randomly.  The larger pattern still held, but in those places, the uniformity that made the steel strong was weakened or non-existent.  Cautiously, he trickled metal mana into those spots, filling the holes and twisting the shifted tiles until the patterns were restored.  At the same time, he allowed a thin sheet of mana to flow through the metal, rushing between the tiles and binding each together more tightly.
In his mind, Saphielle’s armor took on a gleaming, silvery sheen.  It moved more easily on her frame and, when the ursusz struck her, the armor easily deflected the blow without slowing the Warrior down in the slightest.  With a mental grin of glee, Aranos extended the Spell throughout the rest of the woman’s armor, which took some time but was much faster than the minutes his High Mastery Ability would have required.
He restarted the vision and began adding SP to it, repeating the scene in his mind as energy flowed into it.  He could smell the oily scent of the hardened steel; he heard the clear, pure tones echoing as the steel was struck and resisted the blow; he could feel the unyielding, cold metal in his mental grasp.  Again and again, he reforged her armor, each time finding it easier to do in his mind.  Thanks to the power flowing in from the mana crystal, he had no worries about running out of SP, and he was able to simply power the Spell without needing a break.
As the Spell progressed, it occurred to Aranos that he could probably to the same thing to a metal weapon, shield, or really any metallic object.  The next time he restarted his image, instead of picturing Saphielle’s gleaming armor, he imagined Geltheriel’s silver-white sword blade.  The patterns in the weapon were different, as if it were something other than steel, and the imperfections in that pattern were fewer and smaller in scope.  Still, he fixed what he could find and used a tracing of mana to bind those crystalline patterns together.  The blade faded from silver to pure white in color, and as Geltheriel struck, the razor edge sliced cleanly through the ursusz he imagined her fighting, severing the cable-like tendon in the back of its leg with a single blow. 
He continued forging the Spell, imagining different metal items each time.  In one, he strengthened a handful of bronze coins, which was more difficult, since the two metals forming the alloy had different structures and a more complex pattern.  In another, he reinforced the metal bands of Saphielle’s shield, while in a third, he repaired the lattice inside a simple, silver necklace. 
He returned back to Saphielle’s armor, but as he did, a curious thought struck him.  He recalled the strange pattern of the golden chains the iggullon had used against him; was that a real metal, he wondered, or just some strange dream construct?  Shrugging, as he began the Spell this time, he imagined not just fixing the pattern of the woman’s armor but shifting it.  His mana twisted the grain of the metal, reattaching it in a new fashion, filling in holes that remained. 
The metal of the armor gradually darkened from bright steel to a dully gleaming gold, and Aranos worried that the armor would be ruined.  To his delight, though, Saphielle seemed to move easily within it, and when it was struck by the bear, not even a scratch was left to mar the surface.  Excitedly, Aranos tried the same technique with Geltheriel’s blade and both women’s shields; it was a slower process that drained his SP faster, but the resulting metal seemed both lighter and stronger than steel.
Suddenly, the Spell crystallized in his mind, and he sighed with relief, releasing the image at last.  That had been a lot harder than he’d thought it would be, and he wasn’t sure how many of the other Spells he would have time to replicate. 
Fortunately, the next Spell he created was far simpler, since it merely used wind to give one person a temporary boost to their movement Speed.  It wasn’t vastly different from his Flight Spell, really; he imagined gathering air in a wide cone in front of the person, narrowing it around them, and forcing it back behind them, the way that a ramjet engine functioned.  The person in question would gain a quick burst of speed that lasted only a few seconds, but in combat, a few seconds of extra speed could be very useful.  The hardest part of crafting that Spell, in fact, was making sure he didn’t boost the target’s velocity too much; the first time he’d done it, his mental image of Silma had gone tumbling across the ground, her feet simply unable to keep up with the sudden acceleration he’d given her. 
The last Spell he crafted was his first lightning-based attack.  He hadn’t bothered to use lightning mana, yet, because it was so unpredictable: it had a base 50% chance to strike a target near the one he intended, rather than the target itself.  Now that his Mana Mastery Skill was at the Expert level, though, that chance dropped to 0%, which meant that he could safely use lightning for a Spell. 
His mental construct forged a ball of dense lightning mana and sent it hovering over a battlefield.  Every few seconds, he could pull a small bolt of lightning down from that ball and send it crashing into any target he wanted within about 20’, damaging and possibly paralyzing them.  The Spell didn’t last long – he could only pull about 6 strikes from the ball before it was depleted – but it did what he wanted.  The Spell would be devastating against a single, large target, but it would also be useful for disrupting a charge of lots of smaller creatures.
With that done, he decided to spend the rest of his Meditation time in Skill Training.  He worked on his Runecrafting and Enchanting Skills, getting only a single level to his High Enchanting Skill but learning how to use Enchantments to separate out mana aspects (instead of needing specific runes for that) and how to increase the potency of one Enchantment or Rune by including a diminishing or draining effect that balanced it. 
As it turned out, he couldn’t just add random debuffs to an item and increase the power of its other enhancements.  Instead, he had to add a penalty that was linked to the bonus he wanted to give.  So, if he wanted to boost Wisdom higher, which would effectively boost his SP and SP regen, he had to penalize something like Intelligence or Spell power in return: he could have more SP, but he couldn’t use them as well.  He thought of it as if he was using a counterweight to lift something with a pulley: the weight did some of the work, meaning he could do more with less effort.
Finally, he spent some time upping his Animal Handling Skill, laboring in stables and caring for various mundane and magical creatures. 
When he rose at last from his mindscape, he pulled up his notifications, ignoring the combat logs and willing all the death notifications to appear at once:
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You have slain Uruk Warrior x26! 173 XP Gained (Base 692 split between party members)
You have slain Uruk Champion x 3! 59 XP Gained (Base 236 split between party members)
You have slain Uruk Witch Doctor x3! 85 XP Gained (Base 340 split between party members)
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Party Perks Gained!
No Wall Too High (1)
You have taken an enemy fortification that was held by a numerically superior force.
Benefit: Enemy defenses are 5% less effective against your attacks.
No Wall Too High (2)
You have taken an enemy fortification that was held by a force more than five times more numerous.
Benefit: Enemy defenses are +5% less effective against your attacks (cumulative with the first level of this Perk)
Stand at the Gates (1)
You have successfully held a position against a force more than double your numbers.
Benefit: Take 5% less damage when attempting to hold a position against attack.
Stand at the Gates (2)
You have successfully held a position against a force more than five times your numbers.
Benefit: Take 5% less damage when attempting to hold a position against attack (cumulative with the first level of this Perk).
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Spell Created: Enhanced Elemental Ward*
Rank: Novice 1
Ward an area against intruders, and attack those who enter with elemental mana.
Effect: When cast, this Spell wards a hemispherical area up to 40’ in radius.  Any creature, living or undead, that enters the boundaries of this area activates the following effects (none of the effects harm those within a 15’ radius zone in the center of the ward):
Air Barrier: The edge of the warded area is protected by a dome of solid air mana.  Any creature trying to enter by brute force must make an opposed check: the creature’s [(Str-10) + Level] versus your [(Int – 10) + Spell Level].  Creatures of Large size gain a 25% bonus to this check; creatures of Huge or greater size gain a 50% bonus.  Multiple creatures trying to enter at once make their check using the creature with the highest Str Stat as a base plus half the Str Stat of each additional creature simultaneously attempting to break the barrier. 
Field of Spears: If the air barrier is breached, stone spears randomly begin to erupt from the ground in the warded area, rising to a 4’ height.  A creature moving through the area has a 10% + 1% per Spell level chance of being struck by a spear each second (half that for Small or smaller creatures, same chance for 2 spears for Large or larger creatures).  Each spear does 20 – 35 LP earth damage (172 – 301) per hit.
Radiant Curtain: If an enemy approaches within 30’ of the center of the warded area, a curtain of radiant mana 1’ wide, spanning the diameter of the area and extending to the air barrier overhead appears, sweeping through the warded area at 5’ per second.  Any creature touching the curtain takes 8 – 14 LP radiant damage (70 – 120) per second in the curtain.
Acidic Fog: The area between the arms of the radiant curtain is filled with a fog of diffuse acid.  This acid does 3 – 8 (25 – 70) LP acid damage per second to all creatures within it.
SP cost and damage are increased by 1% per Spell level.
Duration: Without being activated, the ward will last for 12 hours. Once activated, each portion of the Ward lasts for 1 minute, plus 3 seconds per Spell level.  It can be dismissed at any time by the caster.
Cost: 2300 SP
+300 XP
Let me just roll out my welcome mat…
Spell Created: Enhanced Strengthen Metal*
Rank: Novice 1
Improve the strength of durability of any metallic object.
Effect: You strengthen and reinforce an existing metal object, giving It a temporary boost to its durability.  The strength of the metal is improved by your [(Wis-10)/10]%, +2% per Spell level.  For weapons, this bonus applies to damage done; for armor, it applies to Defense.  For other objects, this bonus improves the item’s durability, making it harder to destroy.
Special: This Spell has synergy with the various Smithing Skills and the Metal Refining Skill.  When strengthening an object, you receive a bonus of 1% to the Spell’s effect for each level of Metal Refining and the relevant Smithing Skill combined (Weaponsmithing for weapons, Goldsmithing for jewelry, and so on). 
Casting Time: This Spell takes 20 s per cubic foot of material affected to cast (or part of a cubic foot).
Duration: 10 min + 10 s / Spell level
Cost: 220 SP per cubic foot
Enhanced: Rather than strengthening a metal, you may temporarily transmute it to the metal auril.  This requires double the SP costs and casting time but also doubles the bonuses applied to the metal. 
+150 XP
The finest steel requires the hottest fires…or a minute alone with me
Spell Created: Gust of Speed
Rank: Novice 1
Channel air to enhance one creature’s movement speed briefly.
Effect: Choose a single target.  For the duration of the Spell, that target’s movement rate is increased by 100% + 5% per Spell level, so long as the target is moving in a single, continuous motion.  If the target stops moving, the Spell ends, even if it had longer duration.
Duration: 5 s + 5 s per 10 Spell levels.
Cost: 175 SP
+150 XP
You look like you need a boost…
Spell Created: Ball Lightning
Rank: Novice 1
Rain lightning strikes on enemies
Effect: Choose a point within sight range.  A ball of lightning mana appears at that point and remains still for the duration of the Spell.  Once every 5 s, you can send a stroke of lightning from that ball into any target within 20’.  The strike has a chance equal to [50% - 2% per Mana Manipulation Skill level] to miss the intended target and strike another creature or object within 5’.  Each strike does 15-35 LP damage if it hits (129-301).  Any creature that takes 10% or more of their max LP in damage from a single strike is paralyzed for 2 s, +1 s for every additional 10% of their max LP damage they took.  You can call 1 strike per 10 Spell levels, plus additional strikes equal to [(Int-10)/20].  
Duration: 5 min or until exhausted
Cost: 575 SP
+150 XP
My lightning always strikes twice…
[image: ]
Skill Gained: Scribing (T)
Rank: Student 1
You can write and copy manuscripts
Effect: You can copy any manuscript that is written in a language or alphabet that is no higher than Common rarity.  Writing speed +1% per Skill level.
Student Level Ability: You can copy magical Spells of the Novice rank, or mundane writings up to Uncommon rarity
+1 Dex
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Profession Unlocked: Scholar
Scholars are skilled at research, lore, and writing
Requirements: Int 12, Dex 12, Lore (any two) Skill at Student rank, Scribing Skill at Student rank
Benefits: +5% bonus per Profession level to Lore checks and Scribing speed.
Do you wish to adopt this Profession? (Yes/No)
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Aranos quickly selected ‘No’ and stretched, loosening muscles that were stiff from sitting for so long, then re-read the descriptions for his new Spells.  He exulted at the results; he’d gained some potent, new Spells.   The Elemental Ward had turned out better than he’d hoped, looking like it would do a bit less than 200 LP damage per second to every creature that penetrated its border, although casting it would certainly put a dent even in his massive reserves.  While his Ball Lightning wouldn’t do as much damage, it was simpler to cast and would be great for dealing with a single large, powerful creature or for breaking up the charge of a large number of smaller, weaker ones. 
He winced as he noticed two things; first, the mana crystal he’d been using was hot enough that it had scorched the floor of his tent, and second, its glow had dimmed significantly.  I must have pulled too much mana from it, he thought a bit frantically, eyeing the crystal to see if his Arcane Lore or Appraise Skills would kick in.  The heat was an issue he’d encountered previously when drawing power directly from a mana crystal, but the reduced glow made him wonder if mana crystals had limits to how much power they could channel.  He sighed as he channeled air mana around the stone, cooling it off, before picking it up and returning it to his pack.  Hopefully, it would recharge itself; if not, maybe he could charge it during the day by trickling SP into it.
In either case, he realized that if he was going to train with the mana crystal like that, he was going to need to make a stand of some sort to protect it.  He could probably use his High Mastery Ability to fashion one from loose stone – there was a ton of that around the tower, after all – but he wondered if any of the crafting samples Ilmadia had given him would be useful for that sort of thing.  There was probably some mystical metal or stone that had a high melting point and wasn’t a great conductor of heat, and if that existed, he might be able to find it in the book she’d given him.
Shrugging, he set aside the thought; it wasn’t something he needed to worry about right now, and he had a feeling he’d have plenty of time to examine the samples she’d given him during these long nights.  He rolled to his knees and crawled from his tent, groaning as he stood up.  He moved quietly past the other party members’ tents, his Lifesense Skill telling him that they were all inside, and slipped into the next room. 
Silma sat in front of the window, her eyes gazing out into the darkness, keeping watch for them.  Aranos didn’t know how good her vision was, really, but her hearing and sense of smell were amazing.  He was certain there were few things that could sneak up on her, and he wasn’t eager to meet any of those things.  Her ear twitched as he entered, showing him that she knew he was there, and he moved up to stand beside her, looking out the window.  He placed his hand on her back and scratched gently as he gazed out into the dark night. 
The hunters are about tonight, her voice spoke in his mind, drawing his attention to the window.  Dark shapes moved along the road below them, most too distant for him to make out any details.  Nearer, a small group of figures resolved into a band of uruks, moving toward the tower.  He tensed up, thinking he would need to wake Geltheriel, but suddenly a sea of black tentacles erupted from the side of the Road, snatching the hapless humanoids and dragging them into shadows.  Aranos heard the faint screams from the creatures abruptly end, and he swallowed hard.
“Looks like it was a good idea to camp in here, then, right?” he asked Silma softly.  “That road doesn’t look very safe at night.”
A very good idea.  The creatures that would be hunters during the day seem to be the prey once darkness comes.  At least, in here, we can rest.
“If you’re tired, you can get some sleep,” he told her.  “I’m good for the night, and I’m probably going to spend some time working on my magic and training my Stats.”
I’m not tired, yet, she replied simply.  I don’t need as much sleep as elves do; if I had to, I could go for a few days without it.  I’ll keep watch so you can get stronger.
“Okay, but only for a couple hours,” he told her.  “You need to sleep, too.  Tomorrow will probably be another long day.”
She didn’t reply, so he shrugged and took out the training crystals Geltheriel had procured for him.  First, he removed the Agility and Dodging crystal and strapped it to his waist, tapping it three times.  He spent the next hour dodging phantom attacks; he rolled, tumbled, and leaped as quickly as he could, but he couldn’t completely avoid being hit.  When his SP started getting low, he tapped the crystal again to stop the exercise, regenerated for a few minutes, and threw himself back into the training.
Dexterity and Perception were next, and he spent another hour targeting imaginary circles with an illusory bow and arrows, loosing as quickly as he could without hitting the red discs that caused him pain.  His arms blurred and his fingers cramped as he strained to track the erratically moving targets, and when the hour was done, he sat heavily, panting, as he recovered his SP.  While his Archery Skill was easily up to the task of taking out the small targets, his Perception and Dexterity weren’t, and that meant he had to keep his Rapid Shot Ability active as much as possible to stay ahead of the rapidly moving circles.
Finally, he strapped the Strength and Endurance crystal around his neck, tapping it three times as well.  Instantly, a second skin of some dense, metallic substance wrapped itself around his body, moving easily with him but weighting him down significantly.  Taking a deep breath, he began a series of calisthenics interspersed with cardio training; while he couldn’t run in here, he improvised with a series of jumping jacks, squat jumps, and burpees.  As he progressed, the weight on his body slowly increased until by the end of the training, he could barely move, much less jump.  When the training was done, he dropped to the floor and pulled up his Stat gains:
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Through special training, you have gained the following:
Str +4 (Grueling)
Dex +4 (Grueling)
Agil +4 (Grueling)
End +4 (Grueling)
Per +4 (Grueling)
You have reached your daily limit for Physical Stat Training!  
Further training will have no benefits until a full rest is completed.
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You have increased your Per Stat to more than 50 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:
Enhanced Senses: Your effective sensory range is increased by 50%.
Skills: You gain a bonus of 10% to all Perception-based Skills and Abilities.
Bonus: Your True Vision Ability gains a 10% bonus to attempts to see through Stealth or invisibility.
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Aranos blinked as suddenly, the night seemed to come alive around him.  The muted sounds of the road below were now a clearly heard cacophony of screams and cries.  His eyes spotted tiny details he’d missed before, from the gleaming spiderweb in a corner of the ceiling to the tracery of fine lines running through the stonework around him.  He rubbed his arms as the gentle night breeze tickled his skin, and the scent of blood and offal suddenly rose from the road below, filling his nose.
Ugh, that’s disgusting, he grimaced mentally, snorting as he tried unsuccessfully to get the stench from his nose.  This will help my Tracking Skill and Scent Ability a fair bit, though.
Silma padded up to him as he rested on the floor.  Are you finished? she asked him silently.  If so, I’m going to go take a nap.
“I thought you could go for days,” he grinned at her, ruffling her fur playfully.
I can.  Just because I can do something doesn’t mean I will do that, though.  That’s something for you to remember, I think.
“Okay, that’s probably a good point,” Aranos nodded.  “Good night, girl.”  The fenrin snorted once as she padded over to the far end of the room, curling up on the floor with her head turned away from the Sorcerer.  Aranos smiled at her before turning back to the window.
The night was still alive with activity.  He didn’t spot many uruk parties – after what he’d seen before, he had a feeling daylight was the only time it was safe for them to travel – but he saw other creatures that approached the tower.  One was a large and lumbering thing, with arms long enough that its knuckles scraped the ground as it walked.  Another was oddly spiderlike, skittering down the road, pausing at the base of the tower before moving on.
Each time something neared them, he tensed, preparing to warn the others, but every creature simply investigated the tower briefly before moving on.  None stopped for long or tried to breach the crystal seal plugging the door.  He began to relax and simply observed the shapes in the darkness, letting his mind drift.  Night in the Blightlands away from Eredain, he realized, was a more dangerous place than he’d imagined, if the High Road was an indication.  He knew that the game kept the area closer to the Stronghold safer, but he still thought it was pretty dangerous.  Now, though, he was seeing that he was wrong.
Here, farther from the security of the border, it seemed like the Blightlands operated by a simple motto: you are predator, or you are prey.  As he watched, a small group of humanoids – they looked like uruks but were larger and appeared better-equipped – was torn to pieces by a large, four-armed creature.  The victor crouched over the fallen corpses, either looting or eating them, he guessed.  After several minutes, though, it rose quickly, just as a dozen dark, bent figures swarmed out of the shadows and overwhelmed it, dragging it to the ground.  Its screams matched those of the creatures it had just defeated, as it went from victor to victim.
And those will probably be taken down by something else, he mused.  It’s like a constant cycle of destruction out here…
He sat back and let the night creep by, reviewing his battle for the tower and contemplating the kinds of Spells that would have made his raid easier.  One thing that would help was better weapons and armor, for sure, and he thought that might be possible if he spent some time studying the crafting supplies Ilmadia had given him.  Maybe he’d find a crystal or alloy that would take better Enchantments or runes, allowing him to craft more powerful items for all of them.  He contemplated what would work best and what he’d like to do, spending the evening in quiet contemplation.
As the sun finally crept over the horizon, its wan radiance driving away the dark creatures below, he smiled.  He knew what he would be doing tonight, and it wasn’t taking over the world.




Chapter 6

Martina crept over the ridgeline and peered down at the massive spider-like creature that perched on a rock outcropping below, its chitin gleaming black and scarlet in the dim light from the dawning sun.  If insects in the game are anything like the ones IRL, she thought absently, this will be the best time to hit it.  It’ll still be slow from the cool of the evening, and the fact that a lot of animals are going to start moving around pretty soon will distract its vision. 
She scanned the ground with her heightened Perception – after Dexterity, it was her highest Stat – and spotted the wispy strands of silk that the spider had doubtless laid to help it detect anything moving toward it.  Yeah, it’s an ambush predator, she realized.  It’ll never come to us; we’re gonna have to go to it.
She carefully slid back down the slope, being cautious not to disturb the predator.  It would make a good addition to Liam’s growing menagerie; he’d asked her if it would be okay for the party to help him grab some of the creatures they met along the way that might be useful in retaking the city.  She hadn’t seen an issue, so she went along with it.
Just like you go along with everything he says, a voice whispered in the back of her mind.  You know, like when he suggested that you go scout out the giant spider instead of his little tame Rogue.  Martina angrily tuned the voice out; it only made sense for her to go scout.  She was the Ranger, after all, and that’s what they did; they scouted out enemies and found ways through the wilderness.
Plus, the trip so far had been really lucrative, at least in terms of XP.  She and Hector were both up to level 7, getting closer to level 8, and they’d scored a bunch of exotic hides and components they could sell when they got back to human lands.  Of course, Liam’s the one holding onto all those for you, the quiet voice reminded her, and she picked up her pace, refusing to listen to the mocking tone in her head.
She jogged back to the camp, taking only a few minutes to make her way there, and stopped before the tall Summoner.  “You were right,” she told him with a grin.  “There’s a really large spider just over the ridge, and it looks like it’s just warming up from the cold of the night.  If we hit it now, it’ll probably still be slow and sluggish.”
Liam’s eyebrows rose impressively.  “You certainly know your spiders,” he told her admiringly.  “Where did you learn so much about them?”
“Doesn’t matter,” she blushed, not wanting to share that collecting insects and arachnids had been a hobby of hers, starting when she was a kid and lasting all the way into college.  “Point is, if you want that thing, we should go now to get it.”
“Let’s get moving, then, Party Leader,” he told her.  “I’ll get Monetta and you get Hector.  Send him over to me, and the three of us will attack it from the front and sides, while you hit it from the slopes…if that’s okay?”
“Uh, yeah,” she stammered, trying to think of a reason to say no.  “That sounds like a good plan.  Let’s do that.”  She turned and strode off to grab Hector, ignoring the uneasy voice in her head that kept asking who was really leading this party, anyway.
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Phil slammed his shield into the gray-skinned creature before him, smashing the smaller being back and thrusting his sword into its throat.  A crossbow bolt sped by his head and pierced the creature’s eye, and it fell to the ground, clutching the bolt as it bled out.
Phil stepped forward, his shield held in front of him, pushing aside the pair of spears that stabbed out at him and lifting the polearms up and to the side as he chopped his blade into an unarmored thigh.  Another spear slid across his armor, scoring a thin line of blood as it grazed his side, but he ignored the thrust and pushed, knocking the two in front of him back a step.  A second bolt took one in the throat, and Phil kicked the wounded creature in the chest, sending it tumbling to the ground. 
The spear that had grazed him returned, this time stabbing into his side more deeply.  He grunted at the pain and twisted, removing the point from his side and slashing his blade toward the second creature’s face.  It leaped back, and its heavy, coarse features creased with pain as one of McBane’s blades punctured its kidney.  A bolt followed, taking it in the face, and it, too, fell heavily to the ground.
Phil straightened as a wave of healing energy flowed through him, instantly easing the agony in his side.  He deflected the last spear and slammed the pommel of his blade into the final creature’s forehead, rocking its head back.  He slammed his shield into its chest, stepped forward, and pushed.  The creature tried to catch its balance but, hampered by the wounded leg, it fell to the ground.  Phil slammed the lower edge of his shield into its wounded leg, drawing a howl of pain that was cut off by McBane’s blade entering its eye socket.
Phil took a deep breath and wiped down his sword before sheathing it – as it turned out, the game was realistic enough that your sword could get stuck if you put it away without cleaning it, and that had not been a fun encounter for Phil the day he found that out – and turned back to his party.
“You’re getting better at that, Irric,” Meridian told him, a glint in her eye at his sigh of exasperation.  “You only got wounded – what, six times that fight?  That’s way down from the twenty or so when we first started doing this.”
“Seven,” McBane spoke up.  “He pretended that spear in his left arm didn’t get him, but I saw the blood trail.  Nothing gets past me, after all.”
“Like the fact that he tried to amputate that poor thing’s leg with his shield, right at the end?” Longfellow spoke up.  “Never seen that one before, Irric.”
“Got Shield Mastery to Adept 1,” Phil grinned, not bothering to point out that he preferred to be called Phil.  They knew that perfectly well; that was why they were refusing to do it.  “Gave me a new Shield Slam ability on fallen opponents.”
“That was savage, mate.  Loved it, but it was truly savage.” The Archer walked past him, seeing which of his bolts, if any, were salvageable.  He tugged one loose and looked at it critically.  “McBone, did you really have to stab him right in the kidney like that?  I was aiming for its eye, and it went right down its throat.  Nasty.”  He wiped the bolt on a cloth before returning it to his case.
“That’s what she said,” Meridian chuckled.  “Seriously, though, those orc-things are getting downright nasty.  About how much farther you think we’ve got until we get to this Antas place?”
“Another day, I’d say,” Phil shrugged.  “Hopefully, we can find another one of those waystations like we did last night.  When the sun falls…the road was pretty nuts last night.”
“That’s putting it a bit mildly,” Longfellow snorted.  “I saw something with four arms ripped to pieces by something with four tentacles.  Just, absolutely shredded it, it was beautiful and made me throw up a bit in my mouth at the same time. “
“Well, now there’s an image I’ll never unsee,” McBane grunted, smacking the archer’s shoulder.  “You can just sing me to sleep tonight, now, can’t you?.”
“Yeah, no thanks,” Phil chuckled.  “I’ve heard Longfellow sing; it’s another one of those things that’ll make you throw up in your mouth a little.”
“Hey, now,” the slim man protested.  “I’ll have you both know that my mum told me I could have made it as a singer.  You know, if I hadn’t been born with a voice that makes babies cry.”
Meridian snorted, and Phil grinned.  Jeff, you are gonna love these guys, he thought exultantly. “Let’s get moving,” he smiled at them.  “One more night, and tomorrow, we should meet up with Aranos.  That’s when the fun really starts!”
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Aranos crouched behind a low stone wall, staring at the massive fortification looming in the distance.  The walls were blackened and weathered but still stood, proud and cruel, crouching over the High Road.  Even from this distance, he could see tiny figures moving at the top of the walls and dark shapes circling in the air over it. 
“That is the Citadel of Cendarta, Redeemer,” Saphielle was speaking quietly, crouched beside him.  “It was once a proud fortress of our people but fell to the Darkness during the Feast, a victim of treachery rather than force of arms.  Unlike much of what was taken, it has not been left to ruin; Cendarta was rebuilt and stands sentinel over the High Roads, denying them to humans and elves alike.  We shall have to cross beneath its gaze one way or another.”
“I think we can assume they’ll be watching for us,” he grimaced, staring at the flying creatures in the distance.  “And if we’re spotted, those flying creatures will probably be able to catch us, even on the Roads.”
“You are likely correct, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel agreed.  “Taking into account the considerable numbers of uruk patrols we have encountered, it is probable that the citadel is held by these creatures and their masters.  In such a case, the winged creatures are almost certainly pouka – very large birds that can be ridden as mounts – meaning that even with the bonuses to our speed given by the Road, they could overtake us within hours if alerted to our presence.”
“Stealth it is, then,” he nodded.  “Unless…any chance we could take the citadel?”
“One observes that anything is possible, Liberator,” Rhys chuckled in the sudden silence.  Aranos looked around and saw the others staring at him silently in what he took to be disbelief. 
After a moment, Geltheriel spoke softly.  “As the Druid said, anything is possible, Oathbinder, but Cendarta is held strongly, likely even more strongly than Antas.  It was designed with but one purpose: to defend and patrol the High Roads.  Uruks would not be able to hold it alone; they must be in service to more powerful creatures, perhaps even an annablis warlord, a being that could destroy us as easily as we could a single bogez.”
“Or it could be held by nothing more powerful than an Evolved dabruk,” Rhys said quietly.  “It should be possible to find out…”
Saphielle silenced the Druid with a glare and placed a hand on Aranos’ shoulder.  “A day will come when Cendarta is freed, Redeemer, and it may be that we are instrumental in that.  Yet, planning the next campaign when the first is not complete will spell disaster for both.”
Aranos nodded, twisting his lips.  She’s right, he told himself.  Focus on your mission, don’t get distracted.  “Thanks, Saphielle,” he told the blue-haired woman with a smile.  “Let’s get moving and see if we can sneak past these things.”
The morning had gone more or less the way they’d expected, with the exception that their encounters with uruk patrols had become a bit more frequent and more challenging.  The spearmen and swordsmen were occasionally accompanied by larger warriors wielding hammers or axes, doing significant damage to Silma and Saphielle even through their armor.  Witch doctors were common, as well, meaning that Aranos had to focus more on support and less on DPS.  They’d discovered that the best tactic seemed to be for Aranos to open combat by casting Deadly Vapors to force the formation to break up or perish.  Geltheriel slipped behind the group to start taking out the archers, while Silma and Saphielle attacked pairs of scattered melee warriors and Rhys kept them healed.  Aranos focused on the magic-wielders, interrupting their Spells and removing any buffs or debuffs they cast until either one of the Warriors had disposed of their foes and could move to help the others, at which point Aranos took out the witch doctors.
At one point, they’d faced a swarm of thirty or so bogez, small, black-skinned creatures that reminded Aranos of goblins.  The three-foot-tall creatures simply charged them, swinging crude weapons made of bone, wood, and stone, obviously hoping to overwhelm the party with numbers.  Saphielle had met their charge with one of her own, smashing into their lines with her Shield Charge and stabbing with her spear.  Silma and Geltheriel attacked them from the sides aided by Aranos’ Gust of Speed, not even bothering with Stealth against the manic creatures, and Aranos targeted individual ones with Composite Bullets while Rhys used his Entangle Spell to slow them down and bind them.  The creatures attacked without tactics or any attempt at coordination, ignored any threats except whoever was in front of them, and were essentially a mindless mob.  It only took the party a couple of minutes to tear through them; only Silma had taken any damage, and that had been a few minor scratches that healed nearly instantly due to the increased LP regeneration her amulet gave her.
They encountered two more attacks like that, plus one where the standard bogez were joined by a handful of larger goblins wearing tattered leather armor that Geltheriel said were akin to champions among the small creatures.  Despite their armor, though, the new warriors fought just as mindlessly, so even though they took more damage before falling, they didn’t really present a greater danger.  At the same time, these encounters didn’t offer much experience, either, since they weren’t much of a challenge for the party.  There didn’t seem to be a point to them, really, since they didn’t inflict any significant damage on the party, and whatever resources the party used were regenerated within minutes.
“This is a common tactic among the races of the urukkai,” Geltheriel told him when he mentioned his thoughts to her.  “Bogez and uruks both breed at a ferocious rate and tend to despoil any lands they inhabit overlong; thus, their masters must cull their numbers regularly.  They are often sent to patrol nearby lands with the understanding that they will likely not survive any significant threat they face.”
“So, they’re just fodder?” he asked a bit dubiously.  “That seems wasteful.  I mean, couldn’t their masters find some way to make them useful?”
“Indeed, the rulers among the urukkai do not simply squander their lives,” she acknowledged.  “Even in their deaths, they serve a purpose, for in dying they alert their masters to the presence of something dangerous in the vicinity.  By tracking which parties vanished, they gain a sense of the potency of this threat and the direction that their destroyers are moving.”
“Meaning they’re both fodder and an alarm system,” he said with a grimace.  “Let’s hope, then, that their masters aren’t paying much attention or don’t think that we’re very dangerous.”
“It seems that it would be far wiser to presume the opposite, Redeemer,” Saphielle pointed out.  “Never think yourself wiser than your foes, or the opposite will surely be true.”
Always assume your enemies are smarter than you, he reminded himself.  “Good call,” he agreed.  “Not that it matters; we have to fight them to get where we’re going, but if we assume that killing them tells someone else that we’re here, we can be prepared for something more dangerous, later.”
And now, staring at the mighty citadel of Cendarta, he saw what that greater danger was.  If the urukkai held that entire city, they could send out a force that were too powerful for the party to handle.  Heck, if the creatures reproduced the way Geltheriel suggested, they could just overwhelm the elves with human wave attacks and not bother risking their higher-level minions.  I just hope that whoever – or whatever – is running that fortress couldn’t track our movements closely enough to extrapolate about when we’d be arriving.  If they did, sneaking past is going to be a lot harder.
The party dropped into Stealth and moved silently out, Silma ranging in front, Geltheriel taking the rear.  Aranos kept his eyes open and his senses questing; Silma’s perceptions were still better than his, even with his Perception boost, but his Tracking Skill could tell him things her nose wouldn’t be able to.  He glanced constantly toward the distant fortress, as if he would be able to tell if their passage was being detected, even though the figures were far too distant for him to make out anything specific.
As they moved, Aranos felt…off.  Something was tickling the back of his mind, and he wasn’t sure what it was.  He relaxed his focus as they walked, trying to allow his subconscious to call forth whatever was troubling him, but his sense of unease just grew.   The minutes passed endlessly as they crept under the watchful gaze of the massive fortress, but the heaviness in his mind kept growing.
This is ridiculous, he told himself.  You’re probably just worried about being spotted.  You’re fine; they’re really far away, and you’re in Stealth.  How could they spot you?
Aranos hesitated at that thought.  That’s…a really good point, he realized.  They’re too far away, and anyone trying to pass through here would do it in Stealth.  How would they ever catch any group smaller than an army?  What’s the point of even watching if you can’t really see anything…unless they have another way to watch?
With a growing sense of alarm, he reached out with his Sense Mana Skill, questing around them cautiously, confirming his worst fears.  The air around them was alive with mana; it clung to all of them, wrapping them in its embrace.  He skimmed through the weave of the Spell with his mind, finally finding a thin line of it that led off somewhere ahead of them, and he cursed as he dropped out of Stealth, glancing back at the distant fortress.  Are there fewer of those flying things overhead? he wondered silently.  Maybe it’s my imagination…
“Oathbinder?” Geltheriel spoke in a puzzled tone, also dropping from Stealth.  “Is something wrong?”
“Yeah,” he muttered, running a hand through his hair, detailing what he had discovered.  “I should have thought of it,” he finished, frustrated.  “Now, they know we’re here, and they’ll probably send a party after us.”
“Did you not say that the source of the Spell lies ahead of us?” Rhys pointed out.  “It does not sound as if the citadel is the one being alerted, Liberator.  Perhaps we have only to contend with whatever waits before us.”
“And do we then assume that whoever lies in wait ahead has no means of communicating with Cendarta, Druid?” Saphielle scoffed.  “No, I am sure that both those ahead and those behind are alerted to our presence.”
“And it is likely that those ahead lay in wait in the very waystation we will need to occupy before nightfall,” Geltheriel pointed out.  “If the Lieutenant is correct, even if we overcome them, we will then spend the night defending our position against assaults from the citadel.”
Aranos stopped his muttered cursing and took a deep breath.  Calm down, he instructed himself severely.  No point in being angry.  “I think you’re all right,” he agreed.  “It makes more sense for them to patrol the road from the waystations than to try and watch from a far-off fortress, but we also have to assume that whoever’s ahead will be in contact with the city.  Even if we get past them, it’s likely the citadel will be sending a force after us.  That means we’re going to have to take the waystation and hold it against whatever is chasing us or bypass it and try to keep going all night.”
“That is not an option, as well you know, Redeemer,” Saphielle shook her head.  “While I believe we would survive a night of travel on the road, we would move far too slowly and would be overtaken by pursuers from both Cendarta and the waystation, and be far the wearier when we do.  While we may not lose Stamina as we travel the High Road, we do accumulate Fatigue debuffs.”
“I must ask,” Rhys spoke up, “If the Spell is the concern, can you not remove it?  I have seen you undo Spells, Liberator.  Should we not simply do that and continue forward as before?”
“Well, I think I could disjoin the Spell,” Aranos replied.  “But it’s possible for me to do it in a way that hurts the caster, too.  That might be a useful surprise if we end up having to fight them.  The only problem with that is that if they can track us, we might be the ones getting a surprise.”
“That is my thought as well,” Geltheriel agreed.  “Perhaps it would be better to remove the Spell and avoid the possible ambush?”
Silma was watching them quizzically as they spoke.  She turned to look at Aranos, her head cocked quizzically to the side.  Did you know that I can’t smell you or track you, no matter how hard I try?  Whatever you’re doing to hide your passage, why not do the same thing to the Spell?  Can’t you block it so that it’s active but won’t give away our position?
That’s…maybe a possibility, Aranos replied silently.  I might be able to modify the Spell so that we could hide from it without undoing it. 
“Give me a minute, everyone,” he said, sitting down on the road and closing his eyes.  “Silma had a great idea, but I’ll need to look into it a bit.”  Not bothering to wait for their response, he slipped his mind back into the Spell surrounding them, examining the spell-form more carefully.  He started at the linkage, where power trickled into the hanging construct, and followed the energy flow, trying to parse out what each part of the Spell did.
It’s really just a marker Spell, he realized as he untangled the Spell’s connections.  This part attaches it to us, sort of wrapping around us like a Velcro net; that part sends little pulses of magic back down the link.  I don’t think it tells the caster exactly where we are, just that we’re getting closer – I’ll bet you would need two of these Spells to be able to triangulate our exact position.  It’s more like radar than GPS.
He studied the spell-form thoughtfully, trying to figure out a way to mask their approach without destroying the Spell.  Well, let’s break down exactly how it works, shall we? he asked himself.  The caster can feel those returning pulses of energy.  The closer we get, the faster the pulses will make it back to the caster; that way, the person tracking us can sense that we’re approaching.  What I want is to make the energy returns take longer to get back to the caster, so they think we’re actually moving farther away.
He examined the part of the Spell that sent the energy back to the spellcaster.  It was a pretty simple construction; it took a tiny part of the cycling Spell energy and redirected it back down the link connecting the caster to the Spell, allowing the rest of the mana to continue to sustain the Spell. What I need to do, he realized, is to attach part of the Spell to this location, right here, and have the pulses redirect through that.  Then, as we get closer, the energy will have to travel from us, to this spot, and back to the caster. It’ll take longer to get back, so the caster will think we’re moving away. 
He imagined an anchor, secured to the ground, almost like a pole driven into the earth.  He pictured the Spell around them sending its return pulses to that anchor, the energy wrapping around it before returning to the Spell construct.  In his mind, it was like pulling a loose strand of the Spell and looping it around his anchor, redirecting the energy.  He added his own mana to the spell-form, trying to link the existing Spell to his construct, gently nudging the power flows out of alignment and into his mental image.
The Spell resisted at first, its inertia working to keep the flows unchanged, but he added more power, and he felt the Spell connect to his linkage.  He added more SP to the anchor, solidifying it and ensuring it would last for hours, at least.  Finally, he opened his eyes and rose from his contemplations. 
“I think that’s got it,” he smiled.  “The Spell’s still on us, but the caster should think we’re moving away from them now instead of getting closer.  They might even send anybody chasing us in the wrong direction…at least, until they actually spot us.”
Rhys blinked.  “I was unaware that it was possible to alter a Spell in such a way,” he spoke slowly.  “Is it possible for you to teach that to me?”
“Probably not, but I can try,” Aranos shrugged.  “I think it’s part of my Class, but maybe anyone can learn.  We can work on it tonight.”
“In any case, what you have done will be indeed useful, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel interjected.  “It will make our Stealth all the more useful, as now our foes will be seeking us in the wrong direction.”
They dropped back into Stealth, but this time, Aranos kept his Sense Mana Skill active, watching the Spell shrouding them to make sure his modification had worked, and reaching out with the Skill to test the area around them.  His deception would only succeed, he knew, if they didn’t accidentally trip a second trap further on. 
Using the Skill this way sort of reminded him of how he utilized his Tracking Skill, and he was half-hoping that there would be some sort of Skill synergy between the two – an Arcane Tracking Skill, maybe, he imagined – but instead, he found a different pair of notifications waiting for him:
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Spell Created: Spell Anchor
Rank: Novice 1
Create a stationary construct to which you can attach other Spell effects.
Effect: Creates a stationary, invisible Anchor that another Spell effect can be tied to.  The secondary Spell will remain tied to the Spell Anchor, even if you move away from it.  If the secondary Spell has a duration longer than instant, its duration matches the Anchor’s, even if normally it would have lasted longer.  Attaching the Spell to the Anchor requires SP equal to the Spell’s cost plus 50% (on top of the cost for the Anchor).  This cost is reduced by 1% per Spell Level.
Duration: 1 hour.  This duration can be extended by increasing the casting cost similarly: spending double the SP makes the anchor last for two hours, and spending triple the SP extends the duration to three hours. 
Cost: 150 SP
+250 XP
I’m just gonna leave this here for a bit…
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Skill Gained: Spell Sculpting (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 1
Allows you to alter existing Spell effects
Effect: You can change an existing Spell effect, adding a single function to or removing a single function from it.  Doing so requires additional SP equal to the Spell’s original cost +50% (+75%).  
You can instead boost or diminish a Spell’s effectiveness: you can add to or subtract 1% (0.5%) from a Spell’s duration or power (not both) at a cost of 10% of the Spell’s original SP cost, to a maximum of 10% plus 1% per Skill level (5% plus 0.5% per Skill level).  Every level of the Skill reduces the SP cost by 2% (1%)
Special: This Skill may only be used on Spells that have a duration longer than one minute.  You can only add an effect if you know the requisite Spell; you can remove a function if you would be capable of casting a Spell that mimics that function (even if you have not learned the Spell yet).  Altering another’s Spell requires an opposed check only if it is being actively, not merely passively, maintained: your [Int + Skill level] versus the opponent’s [Wis + Spell level]. 
Int +1
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So, changing that Spell gave me a new Skill, he thought silently.  I guess disjoining Spells doesn’t count as Spell Sculpting; you must have to alter the Spell in a way that leaves it intact.  The Skill seemed like it might be useful for changing other people’s Spells but didn’t feel like it would be much use for his own.  After all, he could alter his Spells as much as he wanted already, and probably for a lower overall SP cost thanks to all his Perks and Titles.
They traveled in silence for over an hour before Silma loped back into sight, her nose quivering.  There are a pack of creatures lying in wait up ahead, she sent silently back to Aranos.  They smell mostly like uruks but are a bit different.  I’ll see if I can spot them.  Before Aranos could say a word, the wolf slipped forward, scouting.  The aleen shook his head, resigned to his fenrin companion’s independent nature and seeming fearlessness.  Instead, he signaled the others to halt and settled in to wait for Silma to return.
The fenrin padded silently into sight several minutes later.  Aranos’ newly enhanced Scent Ability picked her up long before her silvery form shimmered out of Stealth; her Skills there seemed to have grown beyond what even his heightened Perception could pick up.  Found them, she told him, sending him an image of a half-dozen emaciated, gray-skinned creatures hiding behind tumbles of rock along the edge of the Road.  I think the same number are hiding on the other side of the road, as well.
“She thinks there are about twelve creatures waiting ahead in ambush,” Aranos translated quietly for the others, describing the lurkers’ scabrous, gray skin, their lean, vulpine features, and their wicked-looking claws and talons.  “It looks like they’re waiting for something to pass by.”
Geltheriel looked slightly concerned by his descriptions.  “I believe these to be gorruks,” she told her companions.  “If this is true, we must be cautious.  They are not difficult to kill, but their arms are long and quick, and their talons drip a poison that slows their prey and eventually paralyzes them.”
Aranos opened his mouth to speak, but Geltheriel held up a hand and continued.  “It is their bite that is most feared, however,” she explained gravely.  “The tales tell that gorruks were created by a curse, long ago, and while it is rare, it is possible for them to transfer that curse to another through their bite.”
“What kind of a curse?” Aranos asked warily.  “Do you turn into one of them or something?”  Last thing we need is a zombie apocalypse, he muttered silently.
“The curse of hunger,” Rhys corrected.  “As I have heard it, gorruks are given an endless hunger for flesh, and the only meat they will not devour is that of their kind.”
“Indeed,” Geltheriel nodded.  “That hunger quickly drives them mad, and they are usually feral and barely intelligent.  Those who receive their curse eventually fall prey to the same madness and attempt to consume all around them.”
Aranos frowned at her words.  That would be a crappy curse, he realized, and it would be one the AIs could do easily.  It would suck to always feel like you’re starving.  “We’ll have to be extra careful around their teeth, then,” he nodded.  “My guess is that, if they’re as hungry as you say, the moment they spot prey, they’ll attack, right?”
Geltheriel nodded.  “Gorruks possess a small amount of low cunning,” she agreed, “but no notion of tactics or strategies.  They will simply swarm prey, hoping to paralyze it and devour it while it still lives.”
Aranos shuddered at that thought.  “Yeah, that would not be a fun way to go,” he said grimly.  “And I’m sure that once the first group attacks, the second group will come charging out at the same time.  But, if they’re that feral, they’ll just come rushing in; we’ll have to make that work for us.” 
They edged slowly forward a minute or two later, plan in hand.  As they neared the ambush site, Aranos’ Lifesense began picking up first six, then a baker’s dozen of the waiting gorruks.  He could feel them hidden just beyond some piles of tumbled stone ahead, just as Silma had said, and he used his primitive hand signals to pass that information on to the others.  Once they were closer, he waited for Saphielle and Geltheriel to get into position before sending Silma a silent command; the wolf immediately jumped out of Stealth and began charging the nearest group of hidden attackers, boosted by Aranos’ Gust of Speed. 
In response, the six monsters burst from hiding.  They were emaciated to the point of being almost skeletal, with long features and a muzzle-like mouth.  The creatures were stooped and moved rapidly on all fours, using their clawed hands to propel them toward the charging fenrin.  Their skin was ash-gray and blotched as if diseased, and long tongues dangled from their open mouths, but their stomachs were bloated and swollen.
Aranos shot a Composite Bullet at one of the creatures, his Lifesense Skill trained on the group still in hiding on the other side of the road.  The bullet glanced off the monster’s skull, but it seemed to take little notice of the injury except to stumble briefly in its charge.  They really are almost mindless, he observed.  It’s like they don’t feel pain.
As the creatures neared, Silma’s form seemed to blur, and suddenly, she appeared behind the monsters.  She whirled and tore into their rear, ripping at legs and shredding tendons.  The monsters staggered but spun around and attacked, their talons glancing off her metallic armor.  One managed to claw the wolf, drawing a long, thin line of blood, and all of them seemed to fall into a kind of frenzy, lunging at the fenrin and attempting to grasp hold of her.  Silma, though, was far too agile; her teeth severed clawed fingers that reached too close, and she slammed her head into one that tried to climb on her back, sending it flying.
Once the creatures had turned, Saphielle rushed forward and uttered her Battle Shout.  Half of the creatures turned to face her, and her spear took the first full in the face.  The creature ignored the hideous wound, though, and yanked itself free of the spear, its claws scrabbling toward the Bright Avenger’s flesh.  Her shield swept forward, knocking it back into its companions, who stumbled and scrambled over one another, trying to reach the elf.
Geltheriel materialized next to Silma, her blade slashing into one of the creatures that was trying to flank the fenrin.  Between her sword and the wolf’s fangs, the gorruks were being shredded mercilessly, and yet they charged onward, heedless of their injuries or pain.  Sandwiched between the three Warriors, the creatures had no real chance, but they fought manically and showed no signs of fear.
As the scent of blood drifted in the air, the seven remaining creatures burst from hiding, rushing to join the fray.  That was what Aranos had been waiting for; he quickly raised an Earth Wall in front of the gorruks, allowing them to slam into it and rebound to the Road, then wrapped the fallen creatures in an invisible Air Web.  The creatures froze, trapped in his Spell, and he could see tiny slashes and cuts erupting along their flesh as the invisible blades of wind tore into them.  Yet, despite the Spell, the creatures were still moving, if very slowly; they were apparently strong enough to overcome his Web partially and would be free in less than a minute.  Hopefully, that was long enough.
A scream of pain tore his attention away from the trapped monsters.  One of the gorruks had climbed atop its brethren and leaped at Saphielle.  Her spearpoint took it in its bloated stomach, and thick, viscous blood was pouring from the gaping wound.  The creature lay on the ground, writhing and clutching its abdomen, the first sign of pain any of the gorruks had shown, and Aranos smiled.
“Aim for their stomachs!” he shouted as he called up a Composite Bullet and fired it directly at one of the trapped creatures across the road.  The Bullet ripped into the swollen abdomen, bursting it like a foul balloon, and the monster screamed in agony and ceased its advance.  A second Bullet took out another of the creatures, who shrieked and slumped in pain.
Geltheriel and Silma immediately shifted tactics.  The wolf’s fangs ripped at the creatures’ stomachs, tearing them open in a fetid shower of dark liquid.  The gorruks began wailing piteously as they dropped to the ground, their abdomens shredded.  Geltheriel’s blade ceased slashing and began thrusting, piercing abdomens with ease.
Saphielle had needed no instruction, having seen the effects of her spear on one creature, and her weapon was perfect for dealing with these monsters.  It darted in and out almost faster than Aranos could follow, puncturing the gorruks and sending the last of them to the stones of the road, screaming in pain.  A few moments later, none of the gorruks on this side of the road were left standing, and the party switched to the other group as Aranos removed his Entangling Web.
A minute later, that group had fallen as well, and the party stood, drenched in foul liquids but victorious.  To Aranos’ horror, though, as badly wounded and mauled as the gorruks were, they still mewled piteously in pain.  He fired another Composite Bullet into one’s stomach, and it screamed as the bullet tore through its abdomen, but it thrashed and moaned weakly, refusing to expire.
“They will not die like this,” Geltheriel told him, walking over with a grim expression.  “Their curse sustains them, keeping them from perishing from their hunger, and the only way to end their suffering is to utterly destroy their bodies.”
“I could burn them,” he muttered, running a hand through his hair.  “That would probably give away the fact that we’re here, though.  Acid might do it, but it would take a while….”
Geltheriel shrugged.  “Burning is the customary method,” she told him.  “And yet, you are correct; the flames of a pyre would be easily seen for miles, and such would be a clear sign to all that we are not moving away as our enemies might think.  Still, it does not sit well with me to leave them in pain.”
“Yeah,” he nodded, walking over to the closest creatures.  He could feel their agony through his Lifesense Skill, but when he tried to reach out to them with Soulmending, hoping to free their souls from their cursed bodies somehow, his mental probe was rebuffed painfully by a web of evil-feeling, dark energy.  He drew in a sharp breath as pain raced briefly through his temples.  Okay, so I guess they really are cursed, and I can’t just use Soulmending on them, he thought grimly.  I have to burn them, I guess…but I need to block the flames somehow.  Well, not really the flames; just the light from them.
He grinned as a simple idea popped into his head and turned back to the others.  “Can we pile them all together?” he asked. 
“I imagine that you intend to burn them,” Saphielle grimaced.  “I do not know that I agree with this decision, Redeemer.  While I share your distaste for their suffering, the thought of being hunted again is an unpleasant one.”
“I totally agree,” Aranos smiled ruefully.  “I’m hoping that I have an idea of how to stop that.”  Saphielle eyed him critically, but he simply grinned at her.  “Trust me.”  She snorted but turned to the writhing bodies and grabbed a pair by their thrashing feet, dragging them over to make a larger pile.  A moment later, Aranos and the others joined her, and soon they were all busily stacking the creatures.
It took them a few minutes for them to carefully drag the writhing bodies into a pile.  They had to be wary and avoid the creatures’ teeth, for even in their agony they attempted to devour their attackers.  When the creatures were gathered in one place, Aranos began calling up his first Spell.  He summoned his Illuminating Mists, but instead of filling the tiny globes with light, he drew on dark mana to power the Spell. 
It took him a couple minutes to correctly envision the Spell, but as he did, a shroud of near darkness poured from his hands and spread to cover the area around them.  Aranos glanced around, checking how effective the cloud of blackness was at blocking the ambient light.  Saphielle, who stood nearest to him a few feet away, was only a shadowy blob, difficult to make out.  The sun overhead had vanished, and Aranos had to shift to his True Vision to see beyond the borders of his Spell. 
This is pretty effective, he thought somewhat smugly.  Now, here’s hoping that it will block the light from a fire just as well….
Taking a deep breath, he faced the writhing gorruks and unleashed a Radiant Blast, bathing the pile of bodies in white-hot flames.  The creatures caught fire almost instantly, and their wailing turned to a horrific screeching as they were consumed.  Aranos gritted his teeth against the sound – he’d have to see if he could create a dome of sonic mana to block sound for the next time he did something like this – but he was gratified that the flames were no brighter than glowing embers in the middle of the dark shroud. 
This doesn’t seem like it should work, he realized, considering what was happening.  Dark mana is a counter for light mana, not fire or radiant mana.  I guess that means that really, only the heat from the flames is actually fire mana; the glow must be light mana being released.  That seems like a big inefficiency; I should see if I can create some kind of radiant heat without all that glow.
The heat from the fire and the scent of burning flesh radiated through the haze of dark mana, but the blackness absorbed the glow of the pyre almost completely.   Aranos waited for several minutes, feeling the blaze with his Sense Mana Skill.  Eventually, the mana within the pile of bodies began to dwindle and finally vanished, allowing Aranos to dismiss the shroud. 
Geltheriel strode up to the pile of ash and nodded approvingly, touching the soot with a boot.  “An effective solution, Oathbinder,” she told him.  “If somewhat disconcerting, being able to sense a blazing fire but see only a dim glow.  Now, let us hope that their final deaths do not alert their masters to our presence.”
Yeah, I guess we can hope, Aranos agreed silently, staring at the pile of ash.  Maybe if their Spell is telling them we’re heading away from them, they’ll think something else got their creatures…or, maybe, they’ll realize that we’re trying to trick them.  No way to know.
He sat down heavily, glancing at Silma as the fenrin padded over to him and rested her chin on his lap.  That was a disgusting smell, pack leader, he heard her voice in his mind.  Warn me, next time, and I’ll go scout somewhere far away from where you’re doing that. 
Aranos couldn’t help but agree; the odor of charred flesh was magnified by his new Perception and Scent Ability, and he was breathing shallowly to avoid taking too much of it in.  Maybe I’ll figure out how to join you, he concurred.  Don’t worry, we’ll be moving soon.
He gazed back up at Geltheriel.  “Can you tell me more about these things?” he asked her, trying not to breathe too deeply.  “The gorruks?  You said they were created, right?”
Geltheriel nodded.  “Gorruks are also known as ‘Devourers’, for they are voracious hunters and are never sated.  They prefer to strike from hiding and swarm their prey.  Once they have drawn blood, they will descend into a frenzy, trying to overwhelm their prey and bear them to the ground, using their claws to paralyze them.  Once the prey is helpless, only then will they feast upon them, for their jaws are weak and imprecise, unsuitable for combat.”
Aranos shuddered at the thought of being held down while those things ate him.  “That’s…really disturbing,” he admitted.  “Their souls were in agony; I could feel it with my Soulmending Skill.  That’s a nasty curse.”
Rhys sighed as he sat down next to the Sorcerer.  “There are many such tales of the depredations of the Darkness, Liberator, and some are far worse than this one.  Our legends hold that the first gorruks were created when an uruk tribe committed some unknown sacrilege against the Darkbringer herself.  In return, she cursed them with endless hunger and drove them from their homes.  How much of that is true and how much merely invention, though, I could not say.”
“Wait,” Aranos asked curiously, “if they’re mindless and feral, how do they…well, make more gorruks?”
Geltheriel snorted.  “The word you are seeking is ‘breed’, Oathbinder,” she supplied.  “Or perhaps, ‘reproduce’.  It is not such a difficult word.  Try it with me…”
“Ha ha,” he grumbled.  “Fine.  How do they reproduce?”
“I am not certain, to be honest,” she shrugged.  “It is possible that lust or the need to breed temporarily overcomes their madness.  I have never heard of a young gorruk, however, which leads to me believe that others of their kind are created rather than born.”
“If one considers that these are accursed uruks,” Rhys offered, “it feels likely that they reproduce by biting more uruks.  It is the simplest answer, and it does not require one to imagine these loathsome things mating.”
Saphielle shuddered.  “And now that you have placed that most disturbing image in my mind, Druid, you will be responsible for listening to me speak of my nightmares tomorrow morning.  I will be certain to have as many as possible.”
“I might join you, Saphielle,” Aranos agreed, shuddering as that image popped instantly into his head – exactly, he was sure, as the elf had intended.  He shook his head to dismiss the unwelcome thought and rose to his feet.  “But we need to get moving, just in case something really is following us.  We’ll keep going carefully, though; I can’t imagine that these things are all that was left to stop people from using the Roads.”
They dropped back into Stealth and slipped forward silently.  Aranos’ words had proven prophetic: they encountered several more hidden packs of gorruks along the way, each group larger than the one before.  The final pack, almost two dozen strong, had required a different strategy, since the creatures might have swarmed any one of the Warriors in those numbers.  Instead, Aranos had used an air Web to trap both groups, slowly damaging them and holding them helpless, and split the nearest group with an Earth Wall.  The Warriors easily handled each of the split groups one at a time, and once he removed his Web from them, they repeated the tactic with the second group.
As he used his Soulmending Skill on the shrouded funeral pyre, he considered the recent battles.  The gorruks, while dangerous in numbers, were so ravenous that they simply rushed at prey, clawing and biting, making it easy to counter their limited tactics.  To be honest, he realized thoughtfully, regular uruks are harder to deal with.  They have tactics and coordination, so we need better strategies to beat them.  I wouldn’t want to face a hundred gorruks or anything, but I’d rather fight twenty of them than twenty of the uruks, easily. 
The next group awaiting them, though, was much more serious.  Silma found them first, her sensitive nose picking up the scent of enemies minutes before Aranos’ Scent Ability was able to detect the same.  She returned to the party with an image of a half-dozen figures in heavy, if somewhat rusted armor, bearing myriad weapons. The figures roughly resembled uruks but were larger and more muscular, with heavier fur. 
What truly concerned Aranos, though, was the tall, pink-skinned figure at the back of the group clutching a staff and clad in only a loincloth.  If that’s not a spellcaster, he thought heavily, I’ll eat my hat.  I mean, I would if I wore a hat.  Either way, that thing’s gonna be trouble.
He halted and told the others what he’d seen, wincing at the grim expression on Geltheriel’s face.
“I cannot be certain,” she replied slowly, “but by your description, the warriors may be dabruks.  They are similar to uruks but larger, stronger, and more intelligent.  An Evolved uruk, if you will.  They are dangerous and clever warriors, but alone, they would be no real threat.
“The other, though…I believe that is a kerruk, although I have never seen one.  As you guessed, it will be a potent wielder of magic, able to assist its allies and to hinder its enemies equally well.  This will be a more difficult battle than we have faced on this road, Oathbinder.”
“Okay,” he sighed, thinking quickly.  “Well, they’re blocking the road, and we’re probably not going to be able to sneak past them; plus, we have to assume that the kerruk can track us with magic if we try.  So, here’s what we’re going to do…”
Several minutes later, Aranos slipped forward, wearing the Diadem of Concealment.  He doubted it would protect him from any decent tracking Spell the kerruk could manage, but he wasn’t planning on getting that close.  He gathered magma mana into the channels running to his arms, while at the same time focusing icy power in his chest, using his Multi-cast Ability for the first time.  When the energy was ready, he unleashed three Spells at once: two walls of magma rose in a ‘V’ in front of him, leaving a space several feet wide in the middle, while a 3-second barrage of ice tore into the group of warriors, scattering the creatures and knocking several of them to the ground. 
The creatures reacted instantly.  The kerruk in back barked loudly, pointing directly at Aranos – as he’d thought, it could pierce his concealment somehow – while the warriors scrambled to their feet and began running swiftly toward the walls.  While they were unable to see their attacker, thanks to the kerruk’s apparent directions, they seemed sure of his location.  Two of the knights ran toward the space in the middle, while the remaining four peeled off, a pair going to each side around the edges of his magma wall, attempting to flank him.  At the same time, the figure in back began gesturing, and several moments later, a gray glow surrounded the charging warriors.  Instantly, the warriors sped up, their motions becoming even surer.
Okay, here we go, Aranos thought as he stepped back, allowing Saphielle to move into the center of the funnel created by his walls.  We can do this; I just have to keep my focus on the caster. 
As the first pair of creatures neared the wings of the walls, Geltheriel appeared behind the monsters, her blade flashing as she chopped into the exposed gaps in their armor.  The dabruks whirled instantly, slashing at the elf, but she danced nimbly out of their way and returned their attacks with light, graceful slashes that found weak points in their battered armor.  Each strike was followed by a shadowy copy of the blade that slid through their defenses with ease, opening deep wounds that bled freely.
The center pair closed with the Bright Avenger and lunged forward, one thrusting its shield toward her face while the other tried to move to her flank.  The Warrior was having none of that, though, and met the creature’s shield with her own while jabbing her spear at the second creature.  The first dabruk grunted and tried to resist the blow, bracing against its shield, but the elf was simply too strong for it.  It held its ground for only an instant before hurtling backward and landing heavily on its back, allowing Saphielle to thrust her spear deep into the second creature’s side and twist, opening a jagged hole.
Silma blurred and appeared before the final pair of creatures, snarling.  One of them lunged with its shield, attempting to bear her to the ground, while the other swept an axe at her side.  The silver wolf danced to the side, though, grabbing the shield in her jaws and yanking hard, pulling the first dabruk off balance.  As it struggled to right itself, she leaped forward, slamming her head into the shield, and the warrior fell backward.  Silma whirled to face the second creature, dodging another axe blow and grabbing the warrior’s extended wrist in her jaws.  She tore at the joint, shredding it and forcing the creature to drop its weapon.
The pink-skinned spellcaster was once more moving its hands in the passes of a Spell, but Aranos responded by firing a Composite Bullet at the creature.  The bullet struck an invisible barrier and shattered, sending hairline cracks spidering through the magical shield but not penetrating.  In the same moment, the caster finished its incantation.  A sickly, grey light flowed from its hands and washed over Geltheriel.  The elf woman shuddered and slowed noticeably as the grey light encased her.  Aranos hurriedly reached out to her with his Sense Mana Skill, feeling the hostile Spell cloaking her, sapping the flexibility from her joints.  He quickly drained the Spell away with his Mana Vampire Perk.  Instantly, the woman’s movements became swift and agile once more, as she nimbly dodged a sword thrust.
Aranos narrowed his eyes at the distant caster, who was once again performing the motions of a casting.  He held up his hand and unleashed a Light Mana Arrow; the incandescent arrow sped through the invisible barrier and impacted the smooth-skinned figure with a blast of radiance.  The figure audibly hissed and turned its malevolent gaze toward Aranos, raising its hands menacingly.
Aranos gasped as he felt icy-cold energy wrapping around his body, trying to leech the strength from his limbs.  Anger kindled inside him as he felt the invading Spell, the rage rushing through his veins, burning out the invading magic.  He shook off the Spell and responded with another Light Arrow, cloning the projectile into three, gleaming bolts of energy that ripped into the enemy caster.  The pink-skinned creature howled but cast another Spell, this time on Silma.  The fenrin growled as her motions slowed and the axe-wielder managed to slice a line of red down her coat through her armor.  Aranos quickly reached out mentally and drained the Spell from her, freeing her from the slowing effect, as a heal from Rhys closed her wound.
I just need to play support, here, Aranos reminded himself.  Rhys can keep them healthy, and they can deal with their own enemies without me.  I need to stop attacking the caster, just disrupt or undo its Spells, and help the fighters out where needed.  That thing can wait until we’re done with the frontline fighters, if all it’s doing is buffs and debuffs.
For the next thirty seconds, Aranos focused entirely on nullifying the kerruk’s Spells.  It tried to buff its warriors with a strength boost, but the Sorcerer grabbed hold of that construct immediately and unraveled it.  When the kerruk attempted to sap Saphielle’s fighting power, Aranos managed to destructively disjoin the Spell, hitting the caster with a backlash and giving him a moment’s respite.
He used that moment to hit one of the two creatures in melee with Silma with Void Paralysis; one-on-one, the fenrin made short work of the other creature.  He sent a mental signal for her to go assist Geltheriel, while he returned his focus to the spellcaster.
The creature had just unleashed a Spell, and Aranos felt a mental tugging at the Void Paralysis he had laid on the creature fighting Silma.  He frowned and renewed his grip on the Spell, holding it firmly.  It’s trying to disjoin my Spell, he realized, grinning.  I wonder if I can disjoin the disjunction?
He stretched out with his Mana Vampire Perk, touching his own Spell, questing for the foreign tendrils of mana trying to undo it.  He sensed the invading Spell easily; it was composed of tiny strands of void mana interwoven with other magics attempting to directly siphon the energy out of his construct, so far unsuccessfully.  You think you can steal my energy? he thought grimly.  How about you give me some of yours, instead?
Aranos grasped the foreign Spell with his mind, focusing his will on twisting the Spell free from his opponent’s grasp.  He found the point of the Spell that was supposed to siphon away the Void Paralysis’ energy and shifted it, turning it until it linked back into itself.  As the Spell began to draw in its own energy, Aranos connected to it and pulled, using the Spell’s natural drain against the caster.
Aranos hissed as icy mana poured into him, draining from the creature, slowly eating away at his LP.  This thing is filled with void and death mana, he realized.  That’s why it keeps casting debuffs, I guess.  I would like to know how it used void mana to generate a Strength buff, though.  The enemy caster began to struggle, and Aranos could feel it trying to let go of its Spell and break the connection, but he held it firmly in his will and pulled harder, draining the creature of magic. 
He glanced to the side and saw that Geltheriel and Silma were having no trouble dispatching their opponents together; the wolf tanked the creatures, while Geltheriel shredded them from behind.  Even as he watched, the last of the dabruks dropped, Geltheriel’s blade piercing the back of its neck and protruding from its mouth like a steely tongue.  Immediately, the pair moved to flank the dabruks in front of Saphielle, and between the three of them, the Warriors felled the monsters with ease.
Aranos realized that he was taking in more energy from the creature than he had planned and hastily shifted some of the incoming flow into the void web encasing the remaining dabruk.  At last, he felt the energy slowing to a trickle, and he looked back at the enemy caster.  The creature had collapsed heavily to its knees, panting, struggling in the obvious signs of Mana Deprivation, its movements jerky and uncoordinated.  Aranos quickly fired a Composite Bullet at it, striking the center of its chest.  The kerruk shuddered once and dropped, motionless to the ground.
The others moved unhurriedly to stand near him, looking at the trapped warrior.  “One wonders if you are saving this last one for some reason,” Rhys said offhandedly.  “Although I shudder to think what such a reason might be.” 
“Not particularly,” he grinned at the Druid.  “Just haven’t finished them off, yet.  It was a handy outlet for the SP I was draining from that kerruk, though.”  He quickly dropped the paralysis and fired a pair of Composite Bullets into the trapped warrior’s skull, finishing the wounded creature. 
He reached out with his Soulmending Skill, easing the passage of the nearby dabruks and gaining a scattering of Soul Points in return.  They weren’t really that high of a level, he realized from the small number of Soul Points he received.  Probably only two or three levels higher than most of the uruks we’ve fought, in fact.  They were a lot tougher, though; one more example that level isn’t necessarily everything, I guess.
“Are you done easing their souls, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked, breaking him from his reverie. 
Aranos blinked and nodded.  “Yeah,” he told her.  “Hopefully, that kerruk didn’t manage to get out a magical warning or anything.  Still, I’m wondering why this group was even here; this doesn’t seem like a logical place for such a strong patrol.  I’m worried that they know we’re coming, somehow, after all.”
“Then we must hurry forward,” Geltheriel replied, “and give them as little time as possible to prepare for our arrival.  Speed may aid us more than Stealth, if they truly expect us.” 
Should I scout farther ahead? Silma’s voice spoke in his mind inquisitively, and he nodded.
Yes, he told her grimly.  Stay Stealthy but move quickly.  We need to know what’s waiting for us.
“Okay, let’s move,” he told the others.  “I think we’re going to run for a bit.”
The party sped down the Roads, eschewing Stealth.  Silma ranged ahead of them freely, running back to warn them of potential ambushes.  They encountered no more of the dabruks, although they did run into another pack of gorruks.  After facing the armored warriors, the ravenous beasts held little challenge for them, though, and they put the creatures down quickly.  Aranos still took the precaution of burning the creatures under a shroud of darkness, but they didn’t wait around for the fire to finish burning this time before heading out.  Aranos simply tied the Spell to a Spell Anchor and left it there, knowing that it would dissolve in an hour or so.
Aranos kept his Sense Mana Skill active the entire time and scanned the area constantly with his Tracking Skill.  He spotted numerous tracks, but he noted that most of them were heading in the same direction the trio was.  Almost as if they were being gathered together, he realized grimly.  We might be heading into a bigger battle than we want, here.  So, what am I going to do if there’s another tower ahead, but this one is held by creatures like those dabruks supported by strong casters like the kerruks?
Ideas ran through his head as they hurried through the failing sunlight.  I’ll have to assume that their leader is intelligent, he mused.  They’re holed up in a defensive fortification; and they probably have a combination of all the monster types we’ve seen so far, plus maybe those flying things above the citadel. 
He tried to envision what he would do if he were in charge of those forces.  He imagined the battle, seeing it in his head, picturing ways he could counter the tactics he considered most likely for the enemy commander to employ.  It’s doable, he decided, but it’ll take a lot of SP.
A flash of silver interrupted his thoughts, and he took a deep breath in anticipation as Silma swiftly returned.  I’ve found the tower, the fenrin spoke to him silently.  It’s surrounded by bodies, pack leader, but I don’t see any signs of an ambush. 
A mental image appeared in Aranos’ head of a tower similar to the one they’d stayed in the night before – scratch that, he realized, it’s completely identical – surrounded by piles of corpses, all looking as if they had been brutally torn limb from limb.  Aranos blinked as he examined the mental image, surprised.  In all the tracks I’ve seen, he thought nervously, I haven’t seen a trace of anything that could rip apart a bunch of creatures like that.  Maybe the leader there is a necromancer; the bodies will probably all join together and rise the moment we get close.
The others had stopped, looking at him curiously, and he quickly passed on Silma’s report.  The elves’ faces grew grimmer as they listened to his words.
“You think this a trick, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel asked concernedly. 
“I think that we need to get a closer look,” he replied grimly.  “Then we’ll have a better idea.”
The approach to the tower was, to Aranos’ dismay, completely open.  Anyone in that tower has a fantastic view of the road for quite a way, he realized as they made their way in Stealth down the High Road.  Especially if they have magical ways to see things; I don’t even know if there is something like scrying magic, to be honest, or if it would see through Stealth.  Probably something I need to look into.
The smell of death wafted into his sensitive nostrils long before the base of the tower was in sight, the stench almost overpowering his Scent Ability.  When the ground about the tower finally curved into view, they all paused, slightly stunned by the carnage laid out before them.  The image hadn’t done it justice; the bodies hadn’t just been torn open.  They’d been crushed and mutilated, as well, as if something had been playing with them.
“I do not believe this is a trap, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel whispered.  “If this is indeed an undead ambush, why would their summoner not leave the corpses hidden within the tower, provoking us to be incautious?”
“The necromancer may be able to raise those bodies instantly,” Saphielle pointed out.  “Perhaps they will wait until we are among them, so we find ourselves surrounded.”
“Those are good points,” Aranos admitted, “but neither of those seem like a good strategy, really.  I mean, unless they thought we were a massive force and they were holing up in the tower for defense, it would make more sense for them to meet us outside the tower where they can use their numbers more effectively.  Once we’re inside, the narrow stairways negate a lot of their numbers advantage.
“As far as the bodies are concerned, I would think the caster would rather have the corpses already animated; doing it right before the battle would use a lot of SP that it wouldn’t be able to use for the rest of combat.  If the corpses were whole, I’d say that maybe they were already undead and were only pretending to be corpses, but shredded like that, I don’t think that’s possible.
“What I really don’t understand is why, if they know we’re here, their commander wouldn’t just form them up in advance and wait for us.  I’m assuming they’ve got a bit of everything we’ve seen, plus some of those flying things we saw over Cendarta.  If it were me, I’d have the dabruks holding the doorway and keep the gorruks outside the tower, hidden on the flanks, with the larger group of uruks massed on the stairs behind the main line.  I’d hit with the flyers first, with magical support from the kerruks, then when the attackers pushed forward to engage and escape the flyers, I’d have the dabruks lock them up in melee, bring the gorruks around on the sides, and, once they were committed, send the uruks down the stairs to punch through their middle and hit them from behind.  It’d be like a meat grinder…and the results would kind of look like what we’re seeing, only it would be the urukkai’s enemies torn up like this.
“Even if there’s a necromancer there who can raise the bodies,” he finished, “piling them up like that is just asking for them to be burned from a distance, before they can possibly be raised or muster an attack.  No, I’d say that the commander had them all organized like I said, and it attracted too much attention from something that could rip those things apart like that.  I’ll bet we’re seeing the aftermath of a battle, here.  I can even tell you more or less what happened, just from the tracks I’m seeing.
“Something attacked the tower.  Something big and very, very strong.  You can see what happened; the defenders formed up just like I thought they would, but the dabruks couldn’t hold it in check and keep it engaged.  It snatched the fliers out of the sky and crushed them, so it wasn’t being driven forward, and the shield line didn’t hold.  Whoever’s in charge must have panicked, because it looks like the uruks charged out and the gorruks flanked the creature, but instead of being penned in, it literally tore them all to pieces.  This wasn’t a battle; it was a slaughter.”
He turned to see the others staring at him in a bit of awe.  “You sound like an elven Battlemaster, Redeemer,” Saphielle said slowly.  “I cannot fathom that you could read so much from simply seeing the ground, as if you had experienced many such battles.  I am awed, but at the same time, I find myself strangely drawn to you and wish we were currently alone.”
Rhys snorted, and Aranos blushed at the woman’s words.  Fortunately, Geltheriel saved him. 
“I understand that you now have a Battlesense Skill that aids you in combat, Oathbinder,” she said, a smile dancing in her eyes at Aranos’ discomfiture.  “I would ask, though: does your Battlesense Skill tell you this, or is this your own knowledge?”
Aranos blinked for a moment, stunned.  That’s a great question, he realized.   I mean, I’ve played strategy war games before, but I’ve never really been that kind of a tactician.  I’ll have to ask Veronica about that later.
“I’m not really sure,” he admitted.  “But there’s one more option, and that’s that this whole thing is some kind of illusion.  I don’t sense anything, but then, if there’s such a thing as illusion mana, I don’t know how to see it, yet.  But even if that’s true, I’m with you: why not make the place look deserted if you were going to waste a Spell on it?  No, I’ll bet that there was a battle here.  The real question is, how many survived, and what kind of shape are they in?”
“You assume any survived,” Rhys spoke up.  “From the state of those bodies, Liberator, I would say that is perhaps a presumption.  The tower may very well lie open for us to claim it even now.”
Aranos shook his head.  “The Spell on us is still active, so its caster, at least, is still alive.  If it was alone, or it only had a few survivors with it, I would imagine it would have tried to get back to the citadel, and we would have met it on the road.  In fact, I’ll bet that’s what that last patrol was: a group heading to Cendarta to request reinforcements, which means that however they were communicating with the citadel, they can’t do it anymore.  No, something’s still alive in there, we just don’t know what.”
“What, then, are you planning?” Geltheriel replied.  “Nothing is so dangerous as the unknown, Oathbinder.”
“Yeah, I agree,” he nodded.  “We can’t just go walking up to investigate, but we need to take that tower.  I think that whatever trap had planned was sprung already, and now they’re in there, licking their wounds.  If they’re already weakened, our best bet is a straight, frontal assault.”
“Why not repeat what we did yesterday?” Rhys asked curiously.  “That worked well enough.”
“I don’t know if it would work here,” Aranos admitted. “That kerruk we fought had lots of death mana, and it directed the dabruks right to me.  I’m guessing it was able to use magic to sense me through the Diadem’s invisibility.  We’re just going to have to clear it floor by floor.  The stairs are our advantage, here, since they limit how many can attack us at once, so we’ll need to be careful of the open areas.”
He quickly buffed the Warriors, focusing on Strength and Endurance since, once more, Agility would be less useful in the confined space.  They dropped back into Stealth and made their careful way toward the tower door, with Saphielle wearing the Diadem.  Her Stealth was by far the worst of the group, and they couldn’t afford to be spotted and attacked out here in the open.  The entrance loomed emptily, whatever door had once sealed it no doubt long ago decayed into dust, and before they neared, Aranos reached out with his Sense Mana Skill, testing the portal. 
A thin, almost gauzy weave of mana cloaked the doorway, and he quickly signaled the others to halt as he investigated it.  It’s an alarm, he realized as he examined the relatively simple spell-form.  It will just alert the caster to anyone’s entrance, nothing more.  That doesn’t make a lot of sense, though; surely, there’s a caster in there who could ward the door to keep people out or, at least, hurt them if they tried to enter?
He easily redirected the power flows within the Spell, allowing the energy to flow up and around the edges of the doorframe so they could pass beneath undetected.  As he did, he felt a second Spell hanging behind the first, hidden beneath its weave.  And there’s the deadly warding Spell, he thought darkly as he examined the construct.  It was a skein of death magic, designed to emit a wave of death mana if anyone crossed the tower threshold.  It wasn’t really powerful enough to kill any of them, but it would certainly do plenty of damage and would probably make it nearly impossible for them to successfully take the tower. 
He began redirecting the second Spell, rather than alerting the caster to his presence by disjoining it, when he was struck with a flash of inspiration.  He reexamined the spell-form, starting from the initiation point and calling up his new Spell Sculpting Skill.  He adjusted the triggering mechanism and redirected the energy output, boosting the outflow a bit with his own SP.  Now that will be a fun little trap, he thought a bit evilly, gesturing for the warriors to start moving forward again.
The first room, the one Aranos thought of as a guard room, was empty.  Aranos’ Tracking Skill, though, easily interpreted the bloodstains on the floor and the drag marks leading up the stairs.  They were using this room to hold wounded, he realized.  If they didn’t reinforce it when the creature went away, they might have even fewer warriors left than I thought. 
As they neared the first landing, the sound of harsh, guttural voices halted their advance.  Whatever words, if any, the voices were speaking were lost on Aranos, but he could still make out the tone of an argument.  A pair of voices were raised in some sort of disagreement, with a handful of other, quieter voices speaking in muttered tones that were only audible when the primary speakers were silent.  Aranos glanced curiously at Geltheriel, but the elf shrugged her shoulders and raised her hands to the sides questioningly.
Can you slip up there and scout them out, girl? he mentally asked Silma.  The fenrin didn’t even bother to reply before padding silently up the stairs, vanishing into Stealth.  While she was gone, Aranos spent some time examining the tracks he could find on the staircase.  His Tracking Skill told him that twelve creatures had walked up the stairs, dragging four more.  Two of the creatures were much lighter and taller than the others – probably kerruks, he reasoned – while two more were much larger and heavier, far bigger than the dabruks they’d seen before.  The remaining eight were likely a mix of uruks and dabruks, from their size and weight. 
What he couldn’t tell from the tracks was how many of the creatures were in the common room above, how many were in the higher floor at the top of the tower, and how many might be holed up in the smaller rooms.  Even his Scent Ability only told him that his foes were above him, not precisely where they were. Without the kerruks, he reasoned, it probably wouldn’t matter.  We could hold the stairwell and I could flood the room with an Acid Web or Deadly Vapors.  That last kerruk could disjoin Spells, though, so I have to assume these two can, as well.  Two of them might even be able to counter my magic.
They waited silently for two long minutes before Silma reappeared.  Only some of them are in sight, she sent to Aranos silently.  I can’t tell where the rest are.  I didn’t want to go higher into the tower in case you were right about the kerruks being able to sense me magically.  An image of the open room below the top floor appeared in his mind.  Two of the kerruks were standing in the room – probably the ones arguing, he guessed – and a half-dozen uruks were seated around them.  The two larger creatures and the remainder of the uruks or dabruks couldn’t be seen; he assumed they were on the top level, perhaps watching the Road – although, he mused, probably not very well, considering how easily they’d slipped into the tower.
Still, there were enough of the creatures present for the altered door ward to work – assuming, of course, that it actually worked the way he intended.  Theoretically, the construct should do what he wanted, but theory and practice were often vastly different things.  He shrugged internally; all he could do was try it and deal with the consequences. 
He motioned for the others to be ready to move up the stairs quickly before reaching out mentally to the hanging spell-form below.  All he had done was reverse the energy flows of the Spell and change the trigger so that he could set it off whenever he wanted to.  He’d also added some extra SP to the Spell; his hope was that when he triggered it, the Spell would send a much larger wave of death energy out…with the center of it being the original caster.  With any luck, it might kill both casters and weaken the remaining warriors.  Of course, it could also simply explode, which would probably do backlash damage to the caster and to Aranos, but the aleen’s Fortitude Skill should keep him from being too severely affected if that happened.
He took a deep breath and crossed his mental fingers before triggering the Spell.  He felt the rush of power gathering in the construct, sensed it surging up the channels connecting it to the original caster.  The death mana churned past him, and he felt it connect somewhere above…too far above, he realized, as he heard a sudden roar of pain that was too muted to have come from the landing in front of them.  The caster is on the top floor, he cursed inwardly.  They must not have used the stairs to get up there, somehow.  That means I probably didn’t hurt any of the uruks ahead of us…but maybe all that yelling will distract them enough for this to still work.
He signaled the others to charge, and they rushed up the stairs into the main landing.  The seated uruks were all staring fearfully up the stairs toward the next floor – they actually look terrified of whatever’s up there, he noted  in passing as they burst into the space – and the two kerruks stood, frozen in apparent shock, staring blankly at the intruders.
Geltheriel and Silma split to the left and right, respectively, blade and teeth tearing into the stunned uruks, while Saphielle charged up the center with a shout.  Three of the creatures had fallen before the rest even began struggling to their feet and grabbing weapons. 
Aranos’ gaze, though, stayed firmly on the two kerruks as he gathered power into his hands.  One of the creatures broke from its stupor and began muttering and gesturing the incantations to a Spell, but before it could finish, Aranos unleashed a pair of Void Prisons on the casters, freezing them instantly.  The casting kerruk shivered slightly as its incomplete Spell backfired, the energy frying its mana channels, but a moment later, the pair were still.
Aranos had a feeling that wouldn’t last; already, he could feel SP gathering around the pair as they doubtlessly began trying to disjoin his Spell, but he didn’t plan on giving either of them a chance.  He held up his hand and unleashed a Radiant Blast upon the pair, bathing them in white-hot flames.  Despite their magical prowess – or, more likely, because of it – the kerruks didn’t seem to have a lot of LP, and after only five seconds, they both collapsed, their corpses little more than smoking husks.
He turned to help his party members, but none of them seemed to need it.  After the initial three had fallen, the remaining uruks had gathered themselves and fanned out to meet their attackers one-on-one.  Saphielle’s fell quickly, her spear buried in its chest, while Geltheriel danced past her opponent’s blade, sliding it almost delicately to the side before slashing it across the throat.  She spun behind it and thrust, slipping her blade into the back of the uruk’s neck.  The creature collapsed nerveless to the ground, where she easily finished it off.  Silma simply crashed into hers, bearing it to the ground and burying her fangs in its throat.  The creature gurgled and struggled, but after a few moments, it stilled.
As the wolf finished her foe, though, Aranos’ attention was drawn to the sound of clanging metal and heavy footsteps coming from the stairs above.  Quickly, he raised a wall of stone to block the stairway, but immediately he heard the sounds of heavy blows slamming into the barrier.  Cracks began radiating across the wall, and Aranos knew it wouldn’t hold for much longer.
Geltheriel hurried to his side, looking at the slowly crumbling barrier with a touch of concern.  “I do not believe that dabruks could breach that stone with such ease,” she told him with concern.
Aranos nodded.  “Yeah,” he agreed, channeling more SP to repair the damage to the wall while Silma finished her foes.  “The tracks showed a pair of creatures that are much larger – probably eight feet tall – and weigh at least double what the uruks do.”
“Ogrins, in all likelihood,” Geltheriel said grimly.  “They are very strong and quite difficult to kill, and they often serve the masters of the urukkai.”
“There’s also at least one spellcaster up there,” Aranos added.  “Plus, maybe another half-dozen dabruks or large uruks.”  He glanced at Saphielle.  “Can we hold the ogrins on the stairs?”
The blue-haired woman looked grave for a moment.  “It is unlikely,” she replied simply.  “Despite my Strength, they are large and powerful enough to simply push past me into the larger room and hardy enough to endure any injuries they would gain in the process.  We would then be caught between the ogrins and the uruks.”
“Then we’ll have to hole up in one of these side rooms,” Aranos decided.  “We can use the doorway to limit how many of them can hit us at once, and I can flood the room with some area attacks to whittle them down…depending on the spellcaster, that is.”
They quickly chose a room and retreated into it.  Saphielle and Geltheriel stood just inside the doorway, their shields ready, while Silma hung back; with her teleporting collar, she could get in and out of the room much more easily than the others and could use that to attack the creatures’ rear.  Rhys filled the open space beyond the door with writhing, tangling roots, while Aranos spent some of his SP raising three-inch spikes of stone randomly around the main floor with his High Mastery Ability.  The entire time, the booming strikes on the stone wall blocking the stairs continued relentlessly, until finally, the barrier collapsed with a loud crack of shattered rock. 
A pair of massive forms charged down the stairs into the main room.  Aranos blinked in surprise at the giant figures, who stood easily nine feet tall; they moved with a strange, stilted gait that had fooled his Tracking Skill into thinking they were shorter than they actually were.  The oddity of their walk was probably due to their hideous musculature, as they were so heavily muscled that they seemed almost deformed.  The creatures were covered with coarse, brown fur and had bestial features, with tiny eyes, overlarge noses, and wide mouths with a pair of downward-pointing tusks jutting from them.  One carried a large, stone club that had probably been great for smashing his wall but would be of little use in the confined space of the room, while the other was weaponless besides its massive fists.
The creatures bellowed as they spotted the party ensconced in the room and charged, their eyes betraying very little sign of intelligence and vast amounts of rage.  Rhys’ Entangle Spell grabbed futilely at their feet and ankles, but the monsters were simply too strong and heavy for the Spell to affect them.  Geltheriel and Saphielle readied themselves to take that charge, but Aranos wasn’t certain the ogrins wouldn’t just be able to bull their way past the defenders and into the room, where the party would be at a severe disadvantage.
Cursing silently, he swiftly called forth his mana and filled the room with an Acid Web, being sure to place the edge of the Spell a couple feet before the doorway so that none of his party members could accidentally get caught in it, instructing Silma to hold off on teleporting into the main room.  The ogrins were far too large and powerful to be trapped by the Web, but their movements slowed instantly, and they howled in pain as the acidic tendrils grabbed at their limbs and burned into their flesh.
The sound of more heavy feet sounded from the stairs, and a half-dozen dabruks charged into view, encased in heavy armor and gripping various weapons.  Instantly, the vaporous strands of his Acid Web grabbed at their skin, entangling them and slowing their movements…but only for a few moments.  Aranos felt a sudden stab of pain in his head as a surge of mana slammed into his Web, shredding the construct and dissipating the energy.
He hissed in surprise at how easily his Spell had been disjoined – he hadn’t even had a chance to fight against the magic that tore his spell-form asunder – and gasped a second time in surprise as a final figure slunk down the stairs. 
The creature that stepped into the room was tall, standing at least a foot and a half taller than Aranos, if not two, and was slim and lithe like the kerruks.  Its skin, though, was jet-black, and it had a pair of gray-black horns jutting from its head.  Small, almost vestigial wings sprouted from its shoulders, and its hands and feet ended in thick, ebon talons.  As it stepped into the room, it glanced at Aranos and his party, and its thin-lipped mouth pulled into a wide sneer.
Freed of his Web, the ogrins charged forward.  The club-wielding one arrived first, attempting to slam its weapon into Geltheriel but succeeding only in smashing the club against the edge of the door.  The elf woman responded by darting out and slashing lightly at the hulking creature, her flickering blade and its shadowy copy opening up several long, shallow wounds that dripped deep red blood. 
The ogrin reared back with its club once more, but again the edge of the door caught the force of its blow.  This time, Saphielle’s spear darted forward, punching into the creature’s unarmored stomach.  The ogrin roared and swing a fist at the elven Avenger, but she deflected it with her shield and stabbed out again, this time puncturing the monster’s thigh.
The second ogrin raged just behind the first, prevented from joining the fray by the narrow doorway.  The dabruks stayed well back from the storming beast as it swung its fists wildly in what looked to Aranos like a full-blown temper tantrum.  Past the dabruks, though, Aranos saw the spellcaster raise one taloned hand and unleash a blast of gray energy that the Sorcerer instantly identified as death mana. 
Almost without thought, Aranos responded with a wall of glowing, golden life magic that stood as a barrier to the wave of death energy.  The deadly Spell slammed into the barrier, tearing at it, but the pure life energy countered the death mana, and the construct unraveled as it was starved of power.  The spellcaster growled in seeming frustration and hurled another wave of death, but Aranos again countered it with a shield of life mana. 
The Sorcerer fired a pair of Composite Bullets, but the enemy caster gestured, and a swirling, gray-black shield intercepted the bullets.  Aranos’ projectiles struck the shield with a loud crack of energy, and the aegis flexed beneath the onslaught, but the bullets deflected off to the sides, slamming harmlessly into the walls of the room. 
Saphielle and Geltheriel worked together against the massive ogrin, slowly whittling it down.  Whenever it struck at one, they would block or dodge the blow, while the other Warrior darted forward and sliced at the ogrin’s legs and stomach.  The ogrin would, in turn, strike blindly at the second attacker, who would leap back out to the way, freeing the other combatant to slip forward and shed the ogrin’s blood.  The ogrin could have countered the tactic easily by feinting at one and then directing its real attack at the other, but the beast didn’t seem intelligent enough to consider such a tactic.  Instead, it fought without anything resembling strategy and tried to batter its opponents with brute force.
The spellcaster raised both hands wide, and gray mists began pouring forth, swirling toward the party like vaporous serpents.  Aranos again summoned a Life Wall, but the two tendrils of death mana slipped sinuously around the edges of the barrier and streaked toward Geltheriel and Saphielle.  Aranos felt a touch of panic as he summoned a pair of Life Arrows and hurled them at the mists.  The arrows buried themselves in the gray vapors and burst, the life energy shredding the attack but not completely dissipating it.  Before Aranos could fire a second volley, the twin tendrils lashed out, striking his party members.  Both cried out in pain as the death magic latched onto them, and Aranos watched their LP bars start to plummet. 
Rhys stepped forward and chanted a Spell, directing healing energy into the two Warriors.  The LP drain stopped as the life-giving Spell countered the death mana within them, but not before both of their LP had dropped by 10%. 
Aranos gritted his teeth in anger and raised both hands, channeling light mana and unleashing an Energy Barrage at the enemy caster, activating his Rapid Shot Ability at the same time.  Once more, the creature raised its evil-looking shield of black and gray energy, but it held for only a handful of seconds as six blasts per second slammed into it.  The shield burst into shards of eerie, gray light, and the remaining blasts tore into the enemy caster, who shrieked in pain as the light mana burned its corrupted flesh.
The first ogrin was staggering, blood streaming freely from its legs, arms, and stomach.  It lurched forward with a roar, its strike slow and clumsy, and Geltheriel leapt over its fist and landed on its forearm.  She took a pair of steps up its arm and thrust her sword directly into the beast’s gaping mouth.  The ogrin choked and gurgled as the sharp steel lanced through the back of its throat and emerged from its neck.  Geltheriel jumped back, withdrawing the blade as the creature fell heavily on the ground, unmoving in the grip of what Aranos guessed was a Paralysis debuff. 
Silma darted forward and sank her fangs into the ogrin’s wide throat, ripping and tearing at the thick flesh until her razor-sharp teeth sliced open its jugular.  She buried her jaws into the gaping wound and shook her head, tearing the wound open wider, then leapt back to avoid the spray of blood that gushed forth.  The ogrin gasped one last time before its final breath rattled out of its chest.
The enemy caster screeched in anger as the ogrin died and unleashed another blast of death magic at the party.  Aranos raised another life barrier, but he could feel the strain as he did so and he realized that while his SP were still good, he was running short on life mana.
The second ogrin was still raging, but the dabruks edged around it and charged for the doorway.  The two defenders stepped back, preparing themselves for a more standard fight as the dabruks attacked.  Saphielle took the brunt of the attack, her armor and increased LP allowing her to tank the vicious blows from the dabruks, while Geltheriel slipped in and out of the combat, her blade finding gaps in the creatures’ armor with seeming ease. 
Aranos took a deep breath and gathered his mana, casting his Ball Lightning in the room beyond the doorway.  The first arc of electricity slammed into the raging ogrin, locking its muscles and sending it to the ground, Paralyzed.  Instantly, Silma blurred and appeared before the creature, her light-enhanced teeth tearing into its throat and ripping open the vein they found there.  Before the nearest dabruks could respond, she vanished back into the room, leaving the ogrin to bleed on the floor. 
As Aranos pulled the second bolt and directed it at the caster, the creature hissed an incantation. A glowing globe appeared around it, shedding the arc of lightning with ease.  This thing is a powerful caster, Aranos realized with dismay.  It’s got a lot of Spells and it knows how to use them well…I wonder if it was the one that set the tracking Spell on us back on the Road?
Hurriedly, Aranos grabbed the construct of the Tracking Spell that still surrounded them.  He’d examined the Spell thoroughly by this point, so it took him less than a second to locate the channel linking the Spell to its caster and to redirect the power filling the spell-form back down that channel, pouring in some of his own precious SP for good measure.  He watched the other caster for several long moments, but the monster seemed unaffected and began a new incantation.
Aranos sighed and reached out to the globe surrounding the creature with his Mana Vampire Perk.  The warding Spell was complex and tightly woven, and it took Aranos valuable seconds to locate the initiation point of the Spell…seconds that allowed the caster to unleash three bolts of ebon energy.  One struck Aranos’ Composite Armor and bled off into the air, only sapping the armor’s defenses, but the other two struck Geltheriel and Saphielle squarely.  Aranos winced as their LP bars dropped by another 30% before Rhys stepped in to heal them back to only 15% damage.
Anger stirred in Aranos’ chest, and he felt a roar of rage building as he stared at the barrier keeping the caster safe.  He tamped the anger down, though, knowing that his Roar of Freedom would leave him all but helpless afterward, and instead poured some of his precious Soul Points into his Mana Vampire Perk.  The extra power made it a simple matter to wrench the warding globe’s construct out of alignment, bleeding the energy into the air and leaving the caster vulnerable.
Without its protective globe, the spellcaster howled as the next bolt of lightning arced to its flesh.  However, it seemed to shrug off the blast of power and raised its hands, glaring at Aranos.  Suddenly, it froze, and Aranos felt a wave of mana silently enter the room and slam directly into the creature.  The caster screeched in pain and dropped to the ground, clutching its head in seeming agony while Aranos stared, dumbfounded.
The tracking Spell, he realized a moment later.  We had traveled so far from where I locked it down, it took a while for the energy to travel around the Spell Anchor and back to here.  Good to know that mana doesn’t travel anywhere near the speed of light, I guess.
He took advantage of the monster’s incapacity and launched a series of Composite Bullets at the prone beast, followed by a Fire Barrage.  The projectiles tore into its body, eliciting more screams of pain and tearing off chunks of flesh as they exploded within it.  The Barrage lasted for a full five seconds before the creature’s thrashing stilled at last.
Saphielle and Geltheriel were still battling the remaining dabruks, while the last ogrin was scrambling to its feet, just in time for Aranos to pull his fourth lightning bolt and send it crashing to the ground again.  Only two of the dabruks remained; the rest had fallen beneath the Warriors’ attacks.  Silma vanished once more and tore into the ogrin, no longer worried about the dabruks, until it began to thrash and rose to its feet.
The last two dabruks fell, and the ogrin finally ceased its mindless raging and charged at the party.  Aranos called his last lightning bolt, but although the ogrin stumbled under the impact of the arc of power, it kept its feet and didn’t collapse again.  Instead, it rushed at the pair of Warriors, roaring and swinging its massive fists.
Geltheriel and Saphielle renewed their deadly dance, one distracting the beast while the other tore at it, but this time Silma teleported behind the creature and added her attacks to the mix.  The creature swung its fists wildly as blades and teeth tore at its skin and shed its blood.  As it overextended with a powerful backfist, Saphielle struck its chest with her shield, knocking it sideways, while Geltheriel slid her blade into its exposed armpit.  At the same time, Saphielle’s spear darted out, puncturing the nearest eye, and the beast roared in pain and grabbed at the shaft, which Saphielle hurriedly retracted.
Silma took the opportunity to dart in, her jaws snapping hard on the ogrin’s unprotected groin, her head whipping back and forth brutally.  The shriek of pain from the massive creature was startlingly high-pitched, and it slammed its fist down toward the fenrin’s skull.  Aranos felt a moment of panic, but the wolf released her grip and danced back – allowing the fist to slam directly into its own horribly wounded crotch.  The ogrin dropped to its knees, clutching itself in pain, and Saphielle leapt forward, driving her spear directly into the monster’s damaged eye.  The blade encountered brief resistance before sliding through the socket and plunging into the ogrin’s brain.  The monster froze for a moment, shivered, and then collapsed to the ground.
As the last of their enemies fell, and the tower descended into silence, the party stood quietly for a moment, staring at one another.
It was Geltheriel who finally broke the silence.  “Oathbinder,” she gasped as her Stamina and LP slowly began to refill, “what did you do?”




Chapter 7

Aranos blinked, stunned.  “What do you mean, ‘what did I do’?” he repeated, his face blank.  “I told you I could turn that tracking Spell it was using against it…”
Geltheriel shook her head and raised her hand, interrupting his words.  “That is not what I speak of,” she said flatly.  “Did you not see the notice about that Evolved Kerruk?  It said its mana core was forcibly filled with death mana, causing an Evolution!  Did you do that?”
“Wait, what notice?” he protested.  A moment later, her words sunk in, and he realized what she was saying.  “Hold on, that’s not what I did.  I turned one of its traps against it, sure, but that should have hurt it, not helped it!”
Saphielle stared at him for a moment before shaking her head ruefully.  “With all of your power, Redeemer, it is easy to forget what you do not know.  Tonight, we will begin learning the Inspection Skill, and you will make no complaints.  Had you possessed it, that battle might have been far easier.”
“Unless he decided that the ogrins were not quite powerful enough, as well,” Rhys murmured.  “Perhaps he could have given them horns or claws, to make the battle truly exciting.”
Geltheriel sighed.  “While I am certain that whatever happened was in error, Oathbinder, it could have been a deadly error.  When the final kerruk appeared, I admit that I was somewhat afraid, as its appearance resembled that of a lesser annablis, one of the lords of the urukkai.”
“While it is unlikely but possible that together we would prevail against one such,” Saphielle interjected, “it would be impossible when it had ogrins as minions.”
“Not that the Liberator is familiar with the word impossible,” Rhys snorted.
“You can imagine both my surprise and relief, then,” Geltheriel continued, ignoring the interruption, “to find that it was an advanced kerruk – one that had exceeded the normal level constraints of the race – that had been forcibly mutated by an influx of death magic.  And you say that you turned its own death Spell back upon it…”
Aranos began to protest again, but he caught himself.  Maybe I did do something wrong, he admitted silently.  Best to check instead of assuming.  He closed his eyes and mentally called up the image of the kerruk’s warding Spell, the one he had reversed upon it. 
Everything looks fine, he grumbled to himself.  All I did was reverse the targeting runes, so that instead of the magic spreading out away from the caster, it would return to the caster…  He gulped as he realized his error.  And condense inward.  I reversed the Spell from an outward burst to an inward compression.  I basically gave it a massive boost of highly compressed death mana.  Idiot!
He swallowed again and opened his eyes, his expression of guilt certainly writ plain upon his face.  “Umm, yeah,” he admitted weakly.  “So, it looks like I screwed up a bit.  I meant to change the Spell’s target to its caster, so that the Spell would hurt it and anything around it when it was triggered.  I…did it wrong.  You said it made the thing evolve?”
Geltheriel stared at him flatly for several long moments, and he added.  “I’m sorry.  It was a mistake, and I’ll be more careful in the future.  I figured out what I did wrong, and I won’t do that again, I promise.”
She grunted and seemed to let the matter drop.  “Let us first ensure that the tower is clear and see if the kerruks at least had anything worth our keeping.  And do you not wish to use your Soulmending Skill?”
Aranos blinked in surprise.  In his confusion over his mistake with the warding Spell, he had entirely forgotten to take advantage of his Skill.  He quickly reached out and found that, while the souls of the kerruks and uruks they had first encountered had already moved on in their journeys, those of the creatures they had just killed still lingered.  Easing the passage of the dabruks and ogrins was a simple enough matter – the ogrins, especially, gave a significant number of Soul Points – but that of the Evolved kerruk was another matter.
Aranos frowned as he realized that the Evolution he’d forced upon it had affected more than just its body.  Its soul was steeped in death mana, the grayish strands entwining it so thickly that his Soulmending Skill couldn’t even touch it, much less ease its pain.  He tried again, but the field of death mana rebuffed him almost painfully, and he could sense the magic corroding the attached soul as every moment passed. 
Aranos gritted his teeth and tried reaching out with his Mana Vampire Perk, attempting to use the probe from his Soulmending Skill as a guideline for his mana tether, but he couldn’t make a connection.  It was as if, to his mana tendril, the soul simply didn’t exist.  Or, he realized in a flash of insight, as if they existed out of phase with one another.  But there has to be a way to connect them; after all, I can use Soul Points to power my Spells.  I ought to be able to reverse that and connect a Spell to a soul…
Before he could contemplate further, the soul beneath the shroud of death magic shuddered and collapsed, finally obliterated by the relentless magical assault.  With the soul’s demise, the death construct unraveled, dissipating into the air harmlessly.  Aranos flinched as he realized what that meant: with the death of its soul, the kerruk was gone forever.  While he knew that it was a monster and thoroughly a creature of the Dark, the thought of its entire existence simply ending like that bothered him.
Silma interrupted his thoughts by nuzzling her nose into his left hand.  Why are you upset? she asked curiously.  It was a simple mistake, and in the end, no one died because of it.
Aranos smiled weakly.  He wasn’t sure how he could explain to the fenrin about the kerruk’s soul, so he decided not to even try.  You’re right, he thought back at her.  Plus, I’ll bet we both leveled up from that fight.  Let’s make sure the tower is clear, check for loot, and then we can go through our notifications and see.
Clearing the tower didn’t take long; all they found were a handful of grievously wounded uruks and dabruks, all of whom they quickly put out of their misery.  Apparently, they didn’t heal as quickly as the party members did; Aranos wasn’t really sure why.  He had a couple of questions for Veronica once they were settled in for the night, though, and that could be one of them.
He was also gratified to find that the advanced kerruk, at least, had amassed a decent store of treasure.  It took them some time to find the strongbox hidden behind a pile of rocks in the largest room, but once they located the key on the kerruk’s body, opening it was a simple matter, as was avoiding the crude poisoned needle trap Geltheriel noticed under the lid. 
The box was more or less a cube, about a foot wide, tall, and long.  It was about half filled with various coins, which Geltheriel dumped into her coin purse.  There were also a handful of small, jeweled items in the box, two of which radiated under his Sense Mana Skill.  Examining them both triggered a pair of notifications:
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Arcane Lore Success! 
You have identified:
Talisman of Warding (Death)
Rarity: Uncommon
Quality: Standard
Benefit: When this talisman is held or worn, the bearer receives +30% resistance to all death mana Spells, attacks, and effects.  This applies to both beneficial and harmful effects. 
Arcane Lore Failure!
You have failed to identify: Unknown Amulet.
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The talisman he’d identified was made of silver and shaped like a four-inch-long ankh but had no clasp or pin that would allow it to be fastened to anything.  Of course, he could use his Goldsmithing Skill and High Mastery Ability to fix that, but he could also attempt to Deconstruct the Enchantment and see if he could make it better or add it to an existing item.
The amulet, though, was something of an enigma.  It radiated a very faint mana signature to his Sense Mana Skill, but it was obviously potent enough that his Arcane Lore couldn’t identify it.  The amulet had a heavy, gold chain with a single, square-cut onyx set into the pendant.  It didn’t have any runes that he could see, which meant it had to have been Enchanted instead.  Well, I’ll have to keep working on my Arcane Lore Skill, he shrugged mentally.  Maybe once it gets to the Adept rank, I can try again.
With the tower cleared, he pulled up his notifications at last:
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You have slain Uruk x6!  114 XP Gained (Base 455 divided among party members)
You have slain Dabruk x6! 223 XP Gained (Base 892 divided among party members)
You have slain Kerruk x2! 268 XP Gained (Base 1072 divided among party members)
You have slain Ogrin x2! 400 XP Gained (Base 1601 divided among party members)
You have slain Evolved Kerruk! 865 XP Gained (Base 3459 divided among party members)
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You have cleared High Road Waystation (East Cendarta)
You may set this area as your spawn point; this will also make it a safe zone to rest in.
Do you wish to set this as your spawn point? (Yes/No)
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Your Companion has gained a level!
Current Level: 12
Per +3, Agil +3, Other Stats +2, +5 Stat points to assign
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 6
Current XP: 109224/120000
Int +5, Wis +5, Cha +4, +5 Stat points
I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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Aranos quickly set his bind point to the new tower before examining the pair of level up notifications.  For Silma, he put a point each into End and Str, making her a tougher for situations like this, with two going into Agil and one into Per.  For himself, he decided to drop two points into each of Int and Wis, since those were harder for him to advance by training, and the last into Cha, which was now only two points shy of reaching 100.
He noticed Geltheriel and Saphielle looking distracted as well, and he grinned at the pair.  “Leveled up?” he asked them curiously.
Geltheriel blinked, seeming to shake herself from a trance – which meant she was probably dismissing her notifications – and smiled at him warily.  “Indeed,” she acknowledged.  “It is…surprising, if I may be honest, Oathbinder.”
“Surprising?” he repeated curiously.  “Why?”
She shook her head.  “I do not doubt that leveling so quickly would come as no surprise to you,” she replied, “but I expected it to take…longer to advance my new Class, much less to gain a level in both my Keeper and my Shadedancer Classes.”
“Hey, congratulations!” he told her with a grin.  “Getting a double level-up is pretty nice!”
Her face didn’t reflect the excitement he expected to see.  “But very unexpected,” she countered with a touch of complaint, giving him a slightly hard look.
Aranos’ grin faded as his confusion grew.  “I don’t understand,” he said slowly.  “Getting levels quickly…is a bad thing?”
The elf sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose and closing her eyes.  “You must realize, Oathbinder,” she told him with exaggerated calm, “before you and I met, levels did not come so easily.  I had been at level eight for months and did not expect to reach level ten for a year.”
She gazed at him silently for a moment.  “Since giving you my Vow, though,” she continued quietly, “I have advanced faster than I could have imagined.  I have gained seven levels in less than two weeks, something that is unheard of, and part of me wonders if there will be some great price to pay for this boon, later.  I bala na tane mutan an faire.”
The gods give nothing freely, he quickly translated her words. 
“Your Avowed speaks my thoughts as well, Redeemer,” Saphielle said.  “I have not been with you so long, but in your presence, I have gained as many levels as I had in the past year before your arrival.  I do not complain, unlike the Shadedancer, but if this continues, it will cause difficulties when we return to the Stronghold.  At this rate, I will be considering a Greater Class within a month, something I am not prepared for.”
“Which is the situation in which I find myself,” Rhys sighed, staring into space.  “I have reached level 10, which should be a matter for congratulations, and I will accept your acclaim later.  However, I was not prepared for this, and the Advanced Classes being offered to me are…more obscure.  I will need to consider them this night.”
Veronica, what’s going on? he thought silently.  I thought you said NPCs grew much slower than players.
“I did say that, and for the most part, they still do,” his AI guide’s voice replied in his head.  “But think about what they’re saying, and how long they would have been waiting to get levels.  If we kept them leveling at a reduced rate, you would quickly outstrip your party, and they’d become more of a hindrance than a help to you.  So, we bent the rules a bit: as long as an NPC is in a party with or is a Follower of a player, they level like a player does.”
Well, thank you for that, he thought after a moment.  I appreciate that you guys did that for me.
“Well, it’s not just for you,” Veronica corrected.  “It’s a universal rule change.  Any NPC with a similar connection to a player will get the same benefit.  Not hired mercenaries or temporary followers, of course, but any NPC who is brought into a party as a long-term companion with a player will level like a player does.”
As the AIs voice disappeared, Aranos gave the others a reassuring smile.  “I’ll bet it’s part of being connected to a Traveler,” he told her.  “Maybe the gods are letting you level like a Traveler since you’re so important to one.”
Geltheriel nodded slowly.  “That would make a great deal of sense,” she admitted.  “If that is the case, Oathbinder, then I am once more gratified that I chose to give you my Vow.”
“Once more?” he repeated.  “Does that mean that sometimes you regret it?”
“Usually only when you speak,” she replied archly.  “Or when you accidentally force a magical evolution upon what should have been a simple enough opponent, turning it into a formidable foe.”
“Well, yeah, I can see that,” he admitted.  “Of course, it also probably made it worth a lot more XP, so the good with the bad, right?”
She snorted briefly.  “That phrase could represent much of our time together, Oathbinder,” she pointed out.  “Has it not all been ‘the good with the bad’?”
“More good than bad, though,” he shrugged.  “So long as that keeps up, I’m not complaining.”
“Oh, I do not complain,” she corrected.  “I merely point out the truth.”
Rhys laughed.  “A point for the Shadedancer, I believe.”  Aranos glanced at him.  “I have been keeping score, Liberator.  So far, it is…somewhat embarrassing for you, so I will not speak of it.  However, you may wish to sharpen your wit before the game is completely out of your reach.”
“Speaking of that evolution,” he spoke, quickly trying to change the subject, “how did that happen?  I would have thought that flooding the kerruk with extra mana would damage its channels, or at least give it Mana Burn.  Why did it evolve, instead?”
“That, I have no answer for,” the Druid shrugged.  “For all we know of the ways of magic, how such evolutions occur is beyond us.”
Rhys sat down near the window, looking out onto the road. “What I do know is that when a creature is subjected to an overload of mana, it is generally harmful or even fatal.  It is as you said: they will damage their mana channels at the least, if not die from Mana Sickness.
“Very rarely, though – rarely enough that I have never seen it, despite knowing that there are some within the House of Stars who attempt to replicate this – a creature that is either constantly subjected to large doses of mana or is suddenly flooded with dense mana in their system will experience an evolution.  It is as if the mana overruns their body and changes it, making it stronger, more durable, or perhaps more capable of storing and channeling such large amounts of power.”
The green-haired man looked at him gravely for a moment.  “As you have certainly guessed, this is likely what happened to the kerruk,” he finished.  “It seemed to be casting Spells of far greater power than it should have been able to.  The mana you forced into it caused it to change, making it much more dangerous than it might have been otherwise.”
Aranos grunted and hung his head in embarrassment for a moment.  “I’m sorry about that,” he apologized again, glancing at each of them.  “It was a dumb mistake, and I made it because I got cocky and didn’t double-check the changes I’d made.”  He looked directly at Geltheriel, meeting her gaze.  “I’ll do better.”
Saphielle moved over and cuffed him lightly on the back of his head.  “There is no point to such recriminations, Redeemer, as it was but a mistake.  None of us will pretend we do not make, them, not even the Druid, foolish as he otherwise is.”
“Would that not be a point for the Avenger?” Geltheriel laughed lightly.  She put her hand on Aranos’ shoulder.  “What happened is past, Oathbinder, and as you said, it profited us all.  None died in the battle, and it seems you have learned from the error.  That is all that one can ask.  Let us move past it.”
She sat down and looked at him seriously for a moment.  “Oathbinder, despite my teasing, know that I neither ask nor expect that you refrain from ever making mistakes.  You are mortal, and like all mortals, you will fail at times.  All I can ask is that your errors are not careless or frequent, and that you learn from them when you make them.”
“Yeah, that’s fair,” he acknowledged.
She smiled at him.  “Then there is but one more thing that must be addressed,” she declared.  “You must learn the Skill Inspection…which all children learn as one of their very first Skills, Oathbinder.”
“And about time, too,” he muttered, although he realized that he could have pressed her to teach him at any time.
As it turned out, Inspection wasn’t that hard to pick up, which made sense if it was a Skill commonly taught to children.  As it turned out, every creature radiated an aura that was unique to its race, class, and level; Inspection was simply learning how to perceive that aura.  Of course, there was more to it than that – at the moment Aranos could only read the auras of an elf or a fenrin, for example, and he couldn’t tell any specific information about classes or levels – but that was the basic concept. 
It’s like every creature is radiating metadata, he realized as the Skill finally coalesced for him, allowing him to Inspect each of them.  I just have to figure out how to separate different data streams and then decode what they mean.  Both of those are just a matter of practice and exposure to other creatures, really. 
When he finally did manage to scan Geltheriel, rather than the traditional notification box, he simply saw a dot blinking above her head.  When he focused on it, it unfurled to read:
Geltheriel
Female Elf
It wasn’t much information, but it was enough for a notification to appear:
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Skill Gained: Inspection (T)
Rank: Novice 1
Allows you to determine the gender and race of a creature, if it is of Common or Abundant rarity or is a race you’re familiar with.  Additional information can be gained as the Skill advances.
Lore Synergy: If you have the rank of a Lore Skill that allows you to identify creatures of a certain type, your Inspection Skill allows you to see information about that creature type as if you possessed Inspection at the same rank as the Lore Skill, if it is higher than your Inspection Skill.  For example, as you have Beast Lore in the Student ranks, you can gain information about a beast’s gender, race, and level. 
Per +1
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Aranos grinned as he examined the notification.  He was pretty certain that all he had to do to level Inspection was use it on different types of creatures, but he was also certain that he could speed that process if he actively worked to separate out the types of metadata.  Maybe the next time we run into a group of uruks, I can spend some time Inspecting them in Stealth, first, he mused. I’m pretty sure that I’ll be able to tease out the important data streams with a bunch of different classes for comparison.
This time, Saphielle chose to take the first watch, while Rhys offered to take the second, giving Aranos four hours this time to practice his meditation.  Before he entered his tent, though, Aranos took a moment to cast his Elemental Ward spell for the first time.  They had to assume that the kerruk in charge of the tower was communicating with Cendarta, which meant that they might have company during the night.  With his bonuses, the Ward would hold out anything less than about 25 uruks – assuming the creatures had Str stats around 20 – and would inflict around 200 LP damage to the creatures each second they were within if they did manage to overwhelm the air barrier.  There was also enough SP invested in the construct that he doubted anything less than a dozen kerruks working together could have a chance of disjoining it.
He warned the Lieutenant about the Ward before retiring to his tent.  He took out the mana crystal and looked at it critically; it looked like it had regenerated some mana during the course of the day, but not enough for him tap to it to power Spell creation.  I can still use it for training, though, he reasoned.  There’s enough mana in it to cycle, at least.
First, though, he took out the pack from Loremaster Ilmadia and opened the note that lay on top:
Lord Evenshade,
My congratulations on your elevation, and my thanks for your efforts in unmasking and unraveling the Fallen House Exxidor’s plot.  This bit of assistance is the least I can do to repay your actions on behalf of this city.  Had you not acted, we might all have been lost.  What is done is done, though, and all truly ended as best it could.  I do believe that my beloved husband would have been glad to give his life to rid our Tree-heart of the Corruption creeping into it; he had made quite a study of that phenomenon, in fact.  And while it is certain that only the Elder understood the extent of the Tree-heart’s Corruption and what it was doing to our people, my husband had made the Tree-hearts the focus of his study this past decade or so, as he believed that they were the key to reclaiming what was lost in the Feast.  As we have now seen, he was correct, and now the thoughts of all the Elven Realms must turn to restoring the hearts of the lands that have Fallen.
I have gifted you with a number of samples of rare and exotic materials from my personal collection.  While I do not know what use you will have for them, I imagine it will have great benefit to not only Eredain but the Elven Realms in general.  To assist in whatever you intend, I have also included a tome that may be considered the seminal work on such materials.  In fact, it is of immense value, as it was penned before the Feast and contains references to substances no longer known in our world.  Although I have no hope of ever seeing starsteel, I also never dared dream that a fenrin would walk once more among us, so perhaps this gift from me will result in your bringing a greater gift to this blighted world.
With all best wishes,
Loremaster Ilmadia
Aranos read the note twice and tucked it away carefully.  It sounded like he owed Ilmadia more than just a thank-you note, and he’d make a point of visiting her once he returned to the Stronghold.  For the moment, he reached deeper and took out the book she’d mentioned.  It was obviously old, and he handled it carefully; so far, he hadn’t seen anything about items having durability, but Singularity was a particularly realistic game, so he was sure that it would be easy to accidentally destroy such an old tome.  He flipped through the pages, marveling at each one.  Every listing had a colored illustration of the material in question, along with not only its name, but its relative hardness, density, and any notable properties.  It also listed some common uses and dangers in working with the material. 
Curious, he flipped to the back and saw that there was an index, allowing him to quickly locate auril. 
“Auril is a metal whose ore is mined mainly in the Shadowed Lands and that is accordingly rare in the Kingdoms of Light.  It is roughly twice as durable High Steel while being significantly lighter.  However, it is notoriously difficult to work, as it is highly conductive to all forms of energy and radiates this energy almost as quickly as it absorbs it.  That quality is what makes it prized, for it will channel all forms of mana as easily as it does heat.  Because of this, it is often used as a component in advanced Runecrafting, creating items that can penetrate magical barriers, and as a method to imprison spell-casters.  A shackle of auril will draw mana into it whenever a Spell is cast and radiate that energy into the atmosphere.  A Wizard with a band on each arm and a collar around their neck, connected by chains of auril, will be hard-pressed to even gather mana, much less cast a Spell.  This is a traditional method for capturing and holding a hostile Wizard among creatures of the Darkness…”
Curious, Aranos rummaged through the pack until he found a familiar-looking bar of golden metal.  The ingot was as wide as two of his fingers, perhaps a half-inch thick, and around four inches long.  Cautiously, the Sorcerer extended his pointer fingers, placing them at the ends of the ingot.  Concentrating, he sent a thin stream of mana down his right arm, trying to draw it back through his left.  The energy swept through the metal in an instant, vanishing back into his spirals so quickly he had no time to process what had happened.  Excited, he channeled more power through it and maintained the flow; the energy coming back into him was almost pristine, as if it had never left his body at all.  “It’s like a superconductor,” he breathed admiringly.  “This would make for amazing Runecrafting!”
Excited, he picked out a second metal ingot and looked it over.  It was lighter than aluminum and silvery-white in color, but it felt incredibly solid.  He thought he recognized it, and once he found the listing in the book, he smiled. 
“Truesilver is one of the most prized metals in the Elven Realms.  It is three times stronger than High Steel yet has half the weight.  It is found only within the Dwarven Nations, and those worthies use it as a standard item of trade with other races.  It is prized for crafting weapons and armor but is seldom used in Enchanting, as it does not hold or conduct mana well.”
An idea crossed Aranos’ mind, and he reached into his pack, pulling out the old saber Geltheriel had given him when she first trained him in swordplay.  As it turned out, he wasn’t very talented in it, which was fine since his true power lay in his Spells, not his weapons.  Still, while he kept the blade, it had basically lay useless in his pack all this time.
He laid the sword on the ground and reached out to the ingot of truesilver with his Sense Mana Skill.  Everything metal, he’d come to realize, was just a manifestation of metal mana, which meant that technically he could alter it with his High Mastery Ability.  As his sense swept over the ingot, he could feel the crystalline pattern within the metal, and after studying it for a minute, he understood why it was so strong but light.  The crystal grains were spread much farther apart than those of steel, meaning there was simply less mass of metal in any given volume, but those patterns were more intricate and locked together more tightly.  He touched the sword blade with his High Mastery Ability, slowly moving and shifting its mana to match the pattern of the ingot.  It was tedious work, took several minutes, and left Aranos with a blade that was slightly longer and wider than the previous one had been.  Of course, there was no helping that; the extra metal from the steel had to go somewhere.
When he was done, he set down the blade with a sigh; that had taken more SP than he’d expected, almost 10% of his total.  He wondered if that was because the metal was rarer, or because the two types of metal were so vastly different.  It didn’t matter; when he examined the sword, a notification popped up:
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Appraisal Success!
You have discovered: Truesilver Saber
Quality: Fine
Rarity: Exotic
Damage: 17-25
Description: Forged of truesilver, this blade is exceptionally strong and light.  It cannot be rusted or corroded and will not break under normal circumstances.  It is resistant to Enchantment and Runecrafting, however.
Special: +25% to armor penetration.  -50% to max number of Enchantments or Runes. 
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“Nice,” he muttered under his breath, laying down the sword.  He’d have to see if he could turn Saphielle’s spear and shield into truesilver; her armor was too well Enchanted for him to risk turning it into a magically inert metal.
He reached into the pack and picked up a second ingot.  It was bluish-gray in color and was both heavier and softer than he’d expected, feeling almost like gold or lead.  He frowned, flipping through the book, looking for something similar.  There were just too many entries for that, and the index wouldn’t be useful if he didn’t know the name of the metal.  He didn’t want to spend the next hour just looking for one ingot, after all.  Frustrated, he began flipping the pages rapidly.  There has to be a better way to figure out what something is, he groaned silently, then stopped at the very front of the book.
As it turned out, there was a way, and it was listed right here in front of him.  A series of tables, all cross-referenced and labeled, with a list of tests he could perform on the ingot to narrow it down.  He grinned in excitement; he didn’t have the testing kit that the book was describing, or even anything similar, but he thought he could figure something out.
He followed the steps as best he could, although he had to do some improvising.  For hardness, he forged a mana blade and compared the depth of a scratch in the ingot to one in a gold ring.  He channeled some acid mana to see how it corroded and used fire and lightning mana to test heat absorption and conductivity.  At the end, he compared his result to the table and had his answer, and it had only taken him ten minutes.
“Hauratite,” he murmured, reading through the description.
“Hauratite is soft and malleable, rivaling gold and lead in these areas, and is useless for weapons or armor.  However, its ability to store energy is legendary, and only the finest crystals will hold more heat or mana than a nugget of hauratite.  It is often mixed with harder noble metals such as copper or silver to form an alloy that will take a much stronger Enchantment but is all but useless for Runecrafting, as it does not allow mana to flow easily through it.”
He continued for a while, taking out a bar of metal and going through the tests to see if he could figure out what type it was.  Some were useful, such as arcane silver, which was an alloy of hauratite and truesilver that was as hard and heavy as steel but could hold and conduct far more mana within it.  Others were less so, such as deepsteel, which was an incredibly dense metal with an odd, purplish sheen.
“Deepsteel is the strongest known metal that is native to the world of Ka.  It is found only in rare pockets in the deepest mines of the Dwarven Nations, who rarely trade the raw metal and consider worked pieces to be almost sacred.  The method the dwarves use to shape this metal are unknown to other races, since deepsteel resists melting or even softening in the hottest forges.  It is approximately ten times stronger than High Steel, although this can increase in certain cases.  It is also five times as heavy as steel, meaning that only the strongest Warriors can wear pure deepsteel armor or wield pure deepsteel weapons. Because of this, most deepsteel items are actually forged of some other metal and given a thin coating of deepsteel through some process known only to the dwarves…” 
He was able to replicate that coating on his saber, although he had to work from the inside out to do it.  Deepsteel was simply so dense that it took a lot of truesilver just to fashion a thin coating over the outside; the resultant blade was a bit narrower than the original, steel sword had been but did better damage and had incredible armor penetration.  Still, the deepsteel blade would be difficult to Enchant and impossible to Runecraft – the deepsteel wasn’t particularly conducive to mana, and there was no way he would be able to etch runes into it – so realistically, he could get better results by using arcane silver and High Enchantments. 
The last ingot he withdrew was also the most interesting.  The metal was much lighter than steel and had a strange prismatic appearance to it.  As Aranos watched, the swirls of color in the bar slowly shifted and moved, rolling through the metal in chaotic waves.  Testing the metal was much simpler, as the strange coloration automatically narrowed it down to a scant few possibilities, and of those, only one was lighter and harder than steel.
“Faymetal is not a true metal at all and does not originate on Ka.  It is brought to this world by Fay incursions and, like the Fay themselves, it seems to be formed almost entirely of spirit mana.  This normally chaotic energy is held in a crystalline lattice that gives Faymetal metallic properties, such as malleability, ductility, and conductivity, but it cannot be melted or worked normally.  Only the Fay know how to forge with this material, which is at least six times as strong as High Steel while weighing only half as much.  In addition, the spirit mana in Faymetal is disruptive to most mana types, meaning that Faymetal resists magical energies and can disrupt magical constructs such as Spells or even Enchantments.  Faymetal itself cannot be Enchanted normally, although the Fay have some method of giving it additional abilities and qualities…”
Aranos read the passage again with mounting excitement; if the book was correct, the chromatic bar of metal in his hand was filled with an Enhanced mana type.  If he could tease it out, he might be able to identify that mana within him, meaning he might be able to unlock spirit mana, whatever that was. 
The ingot, though, wasn’t eager to reveal its secrets to the Sorcerer.  When he reached his senses out to the slim bar, he recoiled instinctively; the energy in the metal wasn’t the smooth, placid metal mana he’d been expecting.  Instead, it was a chaotic blaze of power; energy arced, twisted, and seemed to appear and reappear in ways Aranos could barely perceive, much less comprehend.  He backed off and tried to examine the entire bar at once, hoping to see a greater pattern, but to his dismay, there seemed to be no underlying order or deeper structure that his mind could perceive. 
He watched it carefully for long minutes, relaxing his focus and just trying to take it all in, but finally he had to admit that there was something about the energy that he was missing.  If that was spirit mana, he was pretty sure he’d never seen it within himself; something like that would stand out like a spotlight on a pitch-black stage.  There was no way he’d missed it – unless, of course, he still didn’t know where to look.
He sighed and set the bar aside, realizing that he needed to either learn more or try a totally different method if he was going to figure out how that spirit mana worked.  A bit reluctantly, he returned the book and metal to his pack; he didn’t have forever, he did want to work on his Spells tonight, and he needed to train his Wis and Int. 
Before he started, he took out an old shield, one that Geltheriel had set aside, and funneled off some of the steel banding the edge.  Using his High Mastery Ability and his Blacksmithing Skill, he turned the steel into a decent looking truesilver stand for his mana crystal.  While he figured that an auril stand would do a better job of channeling heat away from the crystal, it might also channel mana from it, which would be a problem, especially when the crystal was low on power already.  Truesilver wasn’t very conductive to heat, so hopefully it wouldn’t get warm enough to scorch the tent beneath him.
He placed the crystal on the stand, adjusting the metal a bit until the crystal sat snugly, then sat back and concentrated.  He’d only get a point each for training his Wis and Int today, but that was a point he wouldn’t have had if he didn’t do this.  He extended a pair of mana tendrils and began to draw power from it, using his Mana Vampire Perk to pull almost 200 SP per second from the crystal.  The stone noticeably dimmed as he drained it, but he hurriedly cycled the power through his mana spirals and funneled it back into the crystal through the second tendril.  Once he had the circulating system firmly established, he closed his eyes and descended into his mindscape.
The moment he opened his eyes within his mindscape, Aranos began to check his mana spirals.  The massive rush of power cycling through them allowed him to easily pinpoint imperfections in the flows, and he began correcting those flaws.  He gently widened channels where the flows were backing up, smoothed places where turbulence was developing, and shifted a few transitions where energy wasn’t cleanly flowing from one hourglass to the next. 
Satisfied, he walked over to his library of Skill Books.  He looked over the various tomes and decided to work on his Animal Handling, Arcane Lore, Battlesense, and Runecrafting Skills.  Runecrafting practice, he knew, probably wouldn’t grant him any bonuses to his High Enchantment Skill, but both his Blacksmithing and Engraving Skills were close to moving up to the Adept rank, and working on Runecrafting might just push them over the edge.
He spent the next hour training his Skills, descending into the stored memories of each book.  He spent what seemed like days learning more about taming and training animals, poring over ancient texts and learning what various magical auras felt like, studying old battles and playing wargames, and learning and practicing new runes.
When he was done, he pulled up his notifications:
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Skill Gained: Lore (Metallurgy, Trained)
Rank: Novice 5
You can identify Common metals and have a chance to identify rarer metals.
Effect: You can identify Abundant or Common metals by sight, with no check needed.  You have a chance to identify less-common metals by making an Opposed Check: your [(Int – 10) + Skill level] versus the following:
Uncommon: 50
Rare: 80
Exotic: 110
Exceptional:145
Legendary:205
Mythical:315

Synergy: This Skill has synergy with any Crafting Skill that uses metal, such as Blacksmithing and Goldsmithing.  You add half of your Lore Skill to all checks made when using these Crafting Skills.
Int +1
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Skill Boost: Engraving (T) has gained a Level!
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Level Ability: You can etch runes in Rare metals. You gain a bonus equal to your Skill level to attempts to etch runes or script.
[image: ]
Skill Boost: Blacksmithing (T) has gained a Level!
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Level Ability: Craft or repair items of Rare quality.
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Well, that’s interesting, Aranos mused.  I got a new Skill out of playing with those metals, and it’s a Trained one. The Lore Skills I got studying in the Library of the House of Stars aren’t Trained, though; I wonder if that’s because there, I was kind of on my own, while this time, I was reading something specifically chosen for me by Ilmadia?
To be honest, the thing that excited him more was that gaining Adept rank in Engraving gave him a bonus to etching runes.  He already got a bonus to the quality of anything he etched, but he didn’t think that applied specifically to runes.  Even if it did, that meant he was getting an additional bonus on top of that, which made what he wanted to eventually attempt much more likely to succeed – and there was some extremely intricate Runecrafting he wanted to try soon.
With his Skill training complete, Aranos settled in to work on his Spells.  I’m starting to run into a problem with area-effect Spells again, he realized.  Energy Web isn’t really designed to be a high-damage Spell, Deadly Vapors is too slow and hurts me to cast it, and Hailstorm isn’t doing enough damage anymore to be useful.  I need to create a new AOE Spell, plus I need to upgrade Hailstorm into something more potent.
He began by calling up the vision of his Hailstorm Spell.  The original Spell called forth globes of unaspected mana and hurled them like projectiles back and forth throughout a cube, inflicting admittedly low damage per second.  Of course, he chuckled internally, at the time, that’s all I had to work with, and it did a number on the edimmu. 
He restarted the Spell image, but this time, instead of globes of unaspected mana, he imagined forging tiny pellets of ice, hardening them with mana until they resembled superdense ice bullets.  Once he had the ice pellets firmly in mind, he began adding tiny, floating globules of lava, compressing and spinning them until the surface hardened into an obsidian-like state, glowing with heat.
In the original Spell, he had imagined the mana pellets flying throughout the entirety of the space.  While it worked, it was kind of inefficient: as pellets struck a creature or object, they were decelerated, meaning the average velocity of the entire system was being lessened simply by the presence of targets within it.  To fix that, Aranos used the mental model he’d created for his Flight Spell and imagined myriad smaller, linked vortices, each spinning much faster than the original tornado of the hailstorm had.
Once he had the image down, he started it from the beginning, imagining hurling the Spell at a horde of charging uruks.  He heard the swirl of the wind rising to power the Spell, felt the tiny impacts of super-hardened ice slamming into the uruks’ hides.  He smelled the tang of blood and seared flesh as the crystallized lava sliced open skin like a torrent of razor blades and charred the meat beneath.  In his vision, the horde was obliterated, their organs punctured, bones crushed, and flesh torn and burned. 
He renewed the vision and began channeling SP into it, careful to only use his own and not draw anything from the crystal.  After the uruks, he envisioned a pair of ogrin standing within the storm, their massive figures shredded and charred by the Spell.  After that, he pictured a group of kerruks in the midst of the torrent, trying futilely to shield themselves or to disjoin the Spell, to no avail.
Eventually, the Spell coalesced in his mind:
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Spell Evolution!
Spell Hailstorm has become Fire and Ice^
Rank: Student 1
Batter, freeze, and char your enemies with fire and ice!
Effect: Pick a spot within 100’.  All creatures within 40’ of that spot are hit by a barrage of ice and lava that does combined air, earth, fire, water, bludgeoning, and slashing damage.  Creatures within suffer 8 – 16 LP damage per second (110- 220).  As this damage is comprised of multiple types, only a creature resistant or immune to all these damage types is resistant or immune to the full damage of this Spell.  Damage and duration increased by 5% per Spell level
Duration: 40s
Cost: 300 SP
Master of Elements: This spell utilizes two mana types that would normally be incompatible.  Because of this, standard damage resistance from any source, including magical shielding or armor, is reduced by one-third against this Spell.
Enhanced: The complex nature of this Spell means that all attempts to disjoin it suffer a penalty equal to [Caster’s Int/ 10 (rounded down)]
You will be taken in by Fire and Ice!
+250 XP
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Spell Evolution!
Ascended Spell Tempest of Rage has become Impossible Tempest!
Rank: Novice 4
Destroy your enemies with a seemingly impossible storm of fire, ice, and rage
Effect: Choose a point within 300’.  All enemies within 40’ of that spot take 80 – 240 LP damage per second within the storm (843 – 2529).   This damage is combined air, earth, fire, water, bludgeoning, and slashing, and only creatures resistant or immune to all of these types can resist or ignore this damage.  Ignores armor, and magical defenses are only one-third as effective against this Spell.  Any creature killed by this Spell also has all non-Soul-Bound items destroyed. 
Duration: Wis Stat in seconds.  Can be extended beyond this by sacrificing LP: 10% of the caster’s LP extends the Spell by 10% of the base duration.
Cost: 99% of current SP. 
Special: This Spell can only be cast in an enraged state, and only by a creature with the Title Master of Elements. 
Wild fury and righteous anger stirs up in the hearts of men, driving them to doom
+250 XP
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That works, he grinned, reading the new Spell description.  The average damage is basically increased by 50%, and now it does lots of different types.  Not too many shields will hold up to that kind of an assault for long.  And I guess it automatically upgraded my Ascended Spell, as well; with my bonuses, it looks like it’ll do around 1700 LP damage per second!  I guess the downside is that both Spells have a distance limit, now, when I could hit anything I could see before.  Still, those are phenomenal upgrades.
He dismissed the notification and began thinking about a new AOE Spell.  He didn’t want another DoT effect, doing small amounts of damage over a long time.  Instead, he wanted a fast attack that would hit a large number of enemies quickly for a lot of damage.  Basically, he snorted internally, I want a Fireball.
The concept was easy enough for him to envision.  In classic RPG games, a fireball Spell basically shot a compressed ball of fire to a specific point, where it would erupt in a massive wave of flame.  While that was awesome in tabletop games, he didn’t think it would work very well in reality.  Explosions gave up their force quickly according to the inverse square law, meaning that if the game was using realistic physics, a creature a foot away from the explosion would get hit 100 times harder than a creature 10’ distant, or 400 times harder than one 20’ away from the explosion.  Basically, to make a blast large enough to do any significant damage at the periphery, he’d probably have to use the majority of his SP, and even then, it would probably only be fatal to about five feet.
He’d been pondering this for a while, though, and the answer, he thought, was to do something like his Energy Barrage, except all at one.  Rather than trying to fashion and create a single, hyperdense ball of energy, he could create multiple smaller projectiles and launch them into an area so that they all burst with overlapping fields of effect.  It meant that rather than having a massive explosion that would kill a single large creature – or a few smaller ones – with relative ease, he’d have multiple blasts that would badly injure everyone inside but would probably only kill weaker ones.  Which is the point of this sort of AOE, really, he assured himself.  It’s meant to wipe out hordes of weak creatures, not a few powerful ones.
The difficulty, he quickly realized as he began envisioning the Spell, was creating a pattern of blasts that fully overlapped the entire area and used the minimum possible mana.  It took him significant trial and error to find a basic hexagonal pattern that gave him complete coverage without massive mana expenditures.  Holding and guiding that many projectiles at once, though, was very mentally taxing, and he had to practice forming the construct in his mind repeatedly before he felt confident enough to start applying SP.
The first time he ran through the Spell while adding mana to it, he imagined hurling out seven tiny pellets of compressed fire mana, allowing his instinct to guide them to the proper locations.  Each burst in a five-foot radius of roaring flames, the edges of the blasts overlapping and ensuring that anything within was covered in fire.  The blasts only reached eight feet above the ground, creating a rough, slightly irregular disc of searing, orange flame that burned for a second or so before guttering out.
He repeated the mental image, this time imagining a band of uruks caught in the blast.  The flash of seven fireblasts erupting at once pierced his eyes, accompanied by a low roar as the flames displaced the air around them.  He could smell soot and taste floating ashes, could hear the shrieks of the uruks as they were roasted by the blast of flames.
Again, he went through the Spell, this time picturing seven tiny pellets of ice erupting in a storm of frost and glittering shrapnel.  He saw the light shimmering on the brief blast of polar cold, felt the chill emanating from the burst, and tasted the crystals on his tongue.  Once more, he called forth the image, this time sending out glowing pellets of lightning mana that wove unsteadily and erupted near but not exactly on the spots he’d targeted.  Arcs of electricity strobed through the area, scorching the uruks and emitting a strong scent of ozone as they did.
Each time he replayed the mental image, he tried to imagine a different element raging through the area.  He squinted against blasts of radiant fire and light; he shivered as waves of void and death mana rolled across the ground.  Shards of crystal mana shredded imaginary uruks, while eruptions of acid dissolved their flesh.  He even tried using vacuum mana, which was interesting: the blasts created a massive hole in the air, one that collapsed with a crack of thunder as the air instantly rushed back in.
He drained his SP four times before finally, the spell-form snapped into being:
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Spell Created: Ravaging Burst
Rank: Novice 1
Blast enemies with multiple explosions of a single elemental or energy type.
Effect: Choose a single primary or composite mana type.  You target a spot in sight range and create a series of simultaneous explosions of mana that affect all creatures in a disc 20’ in radius from that point and 8’ high.  The blasts are instantaneous and do 15 – 33 LP damage of the chosen type to all creatures within the area of effect (158 – 347). 
Cost: 185 SP
You’re going down in a blaze of fire…or ice…or acid…
+300 XP
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Aranos stretched and checked the time; he had about 30 minutes left to meditate and decided he had just long enough to tweak his Energy Web Spell a bit.   The original Spell had been designed to snare weaker enemies than he was facing now, and now all it did was slow them and do minor damage.  He was okay with the damage it was doing, but he really wanted to get it to where it could hold stronger foes.
That, as it turned out, wasn’t such a simple matter.  Simply adding more mana to the image created more ‘hooks’ to grab onto creatures within, but it wasn’t the number of hooks that was the problem.  They were just too weak to hold something large or strong; the ogrins, for example, had barely been slowed by it.  What he needed to do was either make the hooks more durable, or completely rework how the Spell functioned.
Maybe if I added void mana, he mused, I could siphon off some of the kinetic energy…
His thoughts broke off abruptly as a massive voice boomed throughout his mindscape.  “Pack Leader!” the vaguely female voice echoed around the room, causing him to flinch and cover his ears instinctively.  “Wake up!  We’re being attacked!”




Chapter 8

It took Aranos several moments to place Silma’s voice; here in his mindscape, the fenrin’s words were remarkably clear and almost sounded like she was standing next to him.   As her words penetrated his bemused mind, though, Aranos shook off his errant thoughts and quickly rose from his mindscape.  He blinked as he returned to full consciousness and practically dove through the opening of his tent, almost forgetting to return the mana crystal to his inventory as he did so. 
He emerged from his tent and blinked, looking around, using his Tracking Skill to pinpoint where everyone was.  He could sense that his Elemental Ward had been activated; something actively hostile had apparently attempted to enter the tower.  He reached out mentally to the Spell and found that the air shield was still holding, giving him some time to figure out what was happening.  A red notification started blinking in his vision, and he hurriedly pulled it up:
[image: ]
Warning!
The Safe Zone Waystation (East Cendarta) is under attack!  Due to the presence of hostile creatures, your bind point has been reset to the last safe spawn point, Waystation (Eredain)
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He dismissed the warning and focused on locating his party members.  His Tracking Skill highlighted a series of prints that told him Silma and Saphielle had descended the stairs, while Geltheriel and Rhys were in the main room overlooking the road.  So, two to hold the door, he thought with a grimace, while Geltheriel’s likely attacking with her bow and Rhys with his Spells.  That seems smart, except that if the air shield drops, they’ll all be caught outside the safe zone in the middle around the camp.
He reached out mentally to Silma as he turned to run into the main room.  Come to the top with me, girl, he instructed her silently.  He felt more than heard her mental protest, but he cut her off.  Please, right away, and bring Saphielle.  You’re in danger where you’re at.  I’ll explain to both of you when you get to the top, okay?  He sensed her grudging acceptance as he burst through the door and emerged into the moonlit room.
He skidded to a halt when Geltheriel spun to face him, her bow drawn hard against her cheek and an arrow lined up with his chest.  “Whoa, easy there,” he said quickly, his hands held out to the side.  “Just me.  What’s going on?”
The elf made a disgusted noise and turned back to the window, relaxing her bow.  “The urukkai,” she said shortly as she lowered the arrow to point at the floor.  “The assault we feared from Cendarta has reached us.  What Spell have you placed around us, Oathbinder?  It stops my arrows as effectively as it holds out the horde.”
“Horde?” he repeated, hurrying to the window.  Below him, a large mass of bodies pressed against the door to the tower, held at bay by the sparkling barrier of his air shield.  He made a rough count and thought that there might be nearly a hundred figures below; most were simple uruks, but he saw plenty of armored dabruks, a handful of pink-skinned kerruks, and a half-dozen towering ogrins.  Overhead, he spotted another ten or so huge, black birds, looking like ravens or crows with a 20’ wingspan that his Beast Lore Skill identified as poukas, each carrying a lightly armored dabruk on their back. 
The ogrins were closest to the tower, beating upon the air shield with their heavy fists, but since the barrier barely reached the ground, only three or four of them could attack it at any given time.  The mounted dabruks launched volleys of crossbow bolts from overhead, but Aranos wasn’t worried about that; it would take a huge number of bolts to have any real impact on his barrier.  The ogrins, though, were a real danger: if they had Str Stats between 40 and 50, it would only take five or six of them to breach the barrier.  Less, if the kerruks are actively trying to disjoin it, he realized grimly. 
As Silma and Saphielle rushed into the room, the aleen turned to his companions and briefly explained about the Ward he had created.  “So, if they breach the air shield,” he finished, “everything around and within the tower except for our camp will basically become a massive deathtrap.”
“This would have been valuable knowledge to have before you retreated to your tent, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel told him gravely.  “The Lieutenant knew only that there was a ward that would keep out attackers, not the existence of a safe zone or the deadly nature of being caught without.  Had Silma not been able to rouse you and the shield was breached…”
Aranos gulped and nodded.  “You’re right,” he admitted.  “I’ve never used it before, so I didn’t think what would happen if we were attacked while I was meditating.”  The woman shrugged her shoulders dismissively, although her expression was still grim. 
“Would you have us retreat to the central room, Redeemer?” Saphielle asked, her voice a bit harsh.  “If possible, I believe we should stay here.  That room does not give a view of the main entrance as this one does.  We would not know if the shield were breached and we were about to be attacked.”
“Oh, we’ll know,” he assured her.  “The giant stone spikes shooting up from the ground will be pretty easy to see.  But, yeah, I think we can stay here; I can sense that the barrier’s okay for the moment.  If those kerruks and ogrins team up to bring it down, though, it might not stay that way.”
Will we have time to retreat if the shield is breached? Silma’s voice spoke in his mind.   I’d rather wait there than be caught by your Spell.
“We should have time,” he hedged cautiously, gazing at the stairs.  “I’ll have to stay focused, though.  The barrier will probably…”
For the second time that night, his thoughts were abruptly halted by an overwhelming sound.  Instead of Silma’s rather pleasant voice, though, this was an ear-shattering roar, and from how the uruk horde was reacting, it wasn’t something they were expecting.   As the massive bellow sounded a second time, a huge shadow moved in the edge of his vision, seeming to blend into the darkness.
Aranos cycled through his True Vision until he reached fire mana and inhaled sharply as the shadowy figure resolved itself into a towering figure that only roughly resembled a humanoid.  The creature stood 30’ tall on four legs that sprouted in a cluster from human-like hips.  It had three arms extending from each shoulder, the hands tipped in long, needle-like claws.  Most disturbing, the monster had no head upon its shoulders; instead, it had several unblinking, staring eyes and an enormous mouth with rows of teeth planted squarely in the center of its abdomen that almost seemed to be spinning around one another like a grinder.
Geltheriel also hissed as her Night Vision apparently revealed the massive creature, and Silma growled and flattened her ears against her head, her superior senses having no trouble locating the monster.   Rhys and Saphielle, who both had lower Perception and lacked Aranos’ magical vision, simply peered uncomprehendingly out the window. 
The urukkai, it seemed, spotted the creature as well, as Aranos saw the kerruks chanting and several glowing orbs of light appeared over the heads of the gathered horde, illuminating the creature so that all could see it.  The ogrins abandoned their assault on his barrier and charged the newcomer, while the dabruks formed up in front of it and the flyers overhead shifted their ranged attacks to pepper the hide of the approaching monster.
“Anyone know what that thing is?” Aranos asked, attempting unsuccessfully to Inspect it.  Saphielle shrugged, and even Geltheriel shook her head.
“I am also at a loss, Liberator,” Rhys spoke up.  “For both your Avowed and I to be so, I can say that it must be of at least Exceptional rarity, which means it likely is rather formidable.”
Aranos nodded, his mind racing.  “I’ll bet this thing is what attacked the tower the last time,” he guessed.  “It’s big enough, and those claws would have been able to shred the uruks pretty effectively.”
Aranos broke off as the urukkai finally engaged the monster.  The crossbow bolts from above showered onto its hide, but most simply bounced off harmlessly.  The few that lodged in its skin looked like they had inflicted only superficial wounds, as they tumbled free when the beast moved.  In response, the monster roared, and two of its hands darted up with lightning speed to snatch a pair of the flyers from the air.  Aranos watched in shock as the creature stuffed the birds and riders into its gaping maw, its serrated teeth shredding the hapless attackers.  A moment later, the torn corpses fell bloodlessly out of its mouth to the ground.
“I believe that you were incorrect, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel pointed out grimly.  “That beast’s claws were not what shredded the corpses so thoroughly.  Also, I notice a distinct lack of blood with the remains.”
“Yeah,” Aranos agreed, his stomach roiling.  “It looks like it feeds on blood.  Just...that is one messed up way to get the blood, you know?”
It’s wasteful, is what it is, pack leader, Silma’s voice sounded disapprovingly in his mind.  It discarded all that meat, and now it’s not useful to anyone.  It’s not much of a hunter, I can tell you that.
Aranos chuckled darkly at the fenrin’s thoughts.  When Geltheriel glanced at him, her face slightly aghast, he explained.  “Silma’s upset that it’s wasting so much food,” he told her.  “She thinks it’s a bad hunter.”
“A hunter as excellent as Silma would know,” Saphielle stated unequivocally.  “Still, it need not be skilled when it can do this to an urukkai horde through sheer power.”
Aranos continued to watch as the ogrins crashed into the huge beast.  The monster howled and tore into the hulking creatures, seemingly ignoring their savage blows.  Its claws ripped their flesh, and Aranos watched as a pair of claws gripped one ogrin and raked in opposite directions, disemboweling it and dropping it in a pile of viscera. 
The armored dabruks charged at the monster’s rear, their weapons flashing as they hacked and chopped at its legs.  Two of the legs lashed back, hurling a handful of dabruks into the darkness, while the rearmost arms on each side slashed into the warriors’ ranks, ripping them apart.  Each hand grabbed a dabruk and shoved them whole into its mouth, spitting out the shredded, bloodless corpses several moments later.
As Aranos watched the combat, he noticed two things, one alarming and one interesting.  First, when the creature spun to backhand an ogrin, Aranos realized that the wounds the dabruks had inflicted on its legs were completely healed.  So, it regenerates, he thought grimly.
The interesting detail, though, was that every so often, the monster would waste time swiping angrily at the glowing balls of light.  At first, he thought that perhaps it didn’t like magic, but when the kerruks bombarded it with projectiles of fire, ice, and even death mana, it simply ignored the assaults and concentrated on shoving another pair of dabruks in its mouth.  It’s not the magic, he realized.  It’s the light.
“The urukkai don’t stand a chance,” Aranos observed quietly.  “That thing regenerates too quickly for them to hurt it, even with magic, and it’s too fast for them to run.  Their only hope is to scatter and hope that it can’t hunt them all down.”
Saphielle nodded sagely.  “I must agree with that assessment, as it seems most reasonable.  The horde will be destroyed.”
“Of course, one might wonder,” Rhys added, “what will it do when it is finished with that rabble, Liberator?  Will your barrier hold it out?”
Aranos’ face twisted in a grimace.  “Probably not,” he admitted.  “That’s a Huge creature; it needs a Strength Stat of about 85 to 90 to break the barrier normally, but I’ll bet the extra hands would count as additional creatures.  That means it would only need a 45 to 50 Strength to break through, and from the way it’s tossing the ogrins around, I’m betting it’s closer to 200 than to 100.”
“An astute observation,” Geltheriel agreed. “Will your Spell damage it sufficiently to overcome its regeneration?”
“Maybe?” he guessed.  “No way to know, really.  To a Huge creature like that, though, the Ward should average around 90 LP damage per second.  It’ll only last for about four more minutes, though, so I don’t know if that’ll be enough to put it down.”
“Then we must hope that it is not able to enter the tower,” Saphielle stated.  “If it is, we must quit the tower and face it below, for being trapped inside with it would be difficult.”
Aranos winced, imagining those arms sweeping around in such an enclosed space, with practically no room to dodge.  More like a death sentence, he corrected silently.
The ogrins all lay dead by this point, and most of the dabruks had been reduced to shredded, drained mounds of flesh.  A few kerruks had apparently gotten close enough for the creature to grasp and devour, and the rest were vainly trying to rally the remaining uruks and dabruks.  As Aranos watched, the rain of crossbow bolts petered out as the flying dabruks expended the last of their ammunition, and the mounted riders started to flee the battlefield, wheeling back toward Cendarta.
As if the departure of the flying riders had been a signal, the remaining urukkai broke and fled back toward the distant citadel of Cendarta.  The towering creature roared and briefly gave chase, snatching up several more of the uruks and stuffing them, screaming and thrashing, into its maw.  After chasing the uruks for several long moments, the monster stomped heavily to a halt and turned back to the tower.
“Yeah, this won’t be good,” Aranos muttered as the beast roared and charged the sparkling barrier of air protecting them.  Its heavy fists slammed into the shield, and the Sorcerer felt the magic buckle beneath the strain.  He could sense the spinning vortices of air fraying and dissipating under the force of the creature’s attack, and he knew that the barrier wasn’t going to hold.   “Back!” he shouted, herding the others away from the window.  “The barrier’s going to fall; we’ve got to get back to the safe area!”
They rushed back to their main camp just as Aranos felt the air bubble collapse.  The ground around them shook as the next part of the Spell activated, and they heard the monster suddenly shriek in pain.  Must have gotten hit by a couple of spikes, he thought grimly.  That’s gotta hurt, even for something so big.
Geltheriel stood and watched as a few of the stone spikes erupted from the floor in the rooms surrounding them.  As the stone spears slid back into the floor, she glanced at Aranos.  “Those will do little more than inconvenience the creature attacking us,” she observed.   “What of the remainder of the Spell?  The fire and acid of which you spoke?”
“Those activate when enemies get closer,” Aranos shook his head.  “You’ll probably see them just before that thing can touch the tower.”  As if on cue, two jets of white-hot flame shot up from the floor at the edge of the open space and began moving slowly around the periphery, while a gray-white fog of acidic vapor curled up in the space between the flames.  Aranos heard a second pain-filled scream from the creature as its flesh was scorched by the flames and dissolved by acid.
The tower began to shake and tremble slightly, and Aranos guessed from the loud booming that echoed through the waystation that the monster was beating on the building with its fists.  Rhys looked about worriedly, his face clearly showing her nervousness, but the companions held their ground as the beast continued to roar in pain and slam its fists into the tower.  Aranos didn’t blame them; if the tower started collapsing, he’d have to drop the Ward so they could flee outside, where the beast would be waiting for them.  From the frying pan into the fire, as they say, he thought darkly.
“There’s maybe a minute left before the Ward expires,” Aranos warned the others.  “Once it drops, we’ll take a look and see how hurt the thing is.  Maybe we’ll be able to finish it off.”
“It is unlikely we can do so from the top of the tower,” Saphielle pointed out.  “We will have to face it below, Redeemer.  Why not simply descend to the ground to begin with?”
“First of all, he explained, “because right now, it’s blocking the door, and I’m hoping to distract it enough to let the rest of you get out safely.
“Also,” he continued, “I have a feeling that light hurts it.  If it does, I can enchant your weapons to inflict light damage, the way Silma’s bite does.  I have to touch the weapons to do that, though, so you’ll need to be near me.”
The guardswoman looked dissatisfied, but before she could speak, the jets of fire flickered and died, and the wisps of acid curled into nothingness.  The woman glanced at Aranos, shrugged, and raced back into the room, Silma and Geltheriel right behind her.  Aranos hesitated for a moment, startled, before he broke into a run and followed them.
While his Ward hadn’t killed the beast as he’d hoped, it had damaged it severely.  Blood streamed from multiple wounds on its legs, and its skin was charred and blistered by fire and acid.  As he watched, though, the wounds were slowly healing – although, he noticed, the acid burns didn’t look to be regenerating at all.  He filed that knowledge away – he could certainly apply acid damage to Saphielle’s spear and Geltheriel’s blade, if not Silma’s teeth – and raised his hand, palm facing the monster’s vast stomach.
He took a deep breath and summoned his light mana, feeding it into the pattern of his Radiant Blast Spell.  He hadn’t had a chance to practice this in his mindscape, so it took him several long seconds to gather the power and adjust the pattern to compensate for the lack of air mana.  He mentally crossed his fingers and cast the modified Spell, hoping that the result would be a laser-like beam of light that would burn the creature.
What he got wasn’t remotely laser-like.  Instead, strobing flashes of brilliant light streamed from his hand, bathing the creature below with their illumination.  They were flashy and cool-looking, but the light was far too dispersed to inflict damage. 
At least, so he thought.  The creature, though, bellowed in pain and stepped back, covering its abdomen with its arms as if to shield its unblinking eyes.  Aranos stared in shock as its skin seemed to bubble and peel under the brilliant light, and he wasted no time in casting his Elemental Weapon Spell to add light damage to the others’ weapons.  He also buffed their Str and Agil; as hard as the creature hit, none of them would really be able to tank it, even with improved Endurance, and the extra Str would help to offset the beast’s regeneration. 
Aranos expected them charge down the stairs and prepared to hit the creature with another blast of light mana to distract it, but to his surprise, Geltheriel sheathed her glowing blade and leaped into a nearby patch of darkness, vanishing into it.  He blinked as he saw her suddenly appear from a pool of shadows on the ground and draw her glowing blade, charging at the creature’s back. 
“What…she can actually teleport with that?” Aranos blurted, but only Rhys stood next to him.  Silma and Saphielle had already leapt out the window, the fenrin using her teleporting collar to land nimbly atop the beast’s shoulders, the Avenger landing on the stones in a classic superhero pose, crouched with her shield down and her spear out.  Her LP bar had barely shifted from the maneuver, and Aranos realized he’d been underestimating her durability. 
Silma took a moment to savage one shoulder with her fangs, the glowing teeth tearing easily into its flesh, then leapt clear as the creature tried to swat her with a pair of arms.  She planted her feet against an arm that was still for a moment, rebounding onto one thigh and then down to the road.  As one, the three Warriors engaged the creature, Saphielle using her shield to slide its blows rather than blocking them, while Geltheriel and Silma tore at its sides, avoiding the rear legs.
Aranos simply watched, stunned for a moment as the trio moved in a flawless dance of death, before Rhys cleared his throat meaningfully.  He shook himself from his stupor a moment later and cast his Flight Spell, grabbing Rhys and launching them both out the window.  He deposited the Druid near Saphielle, who would likely need healing the most, then swooped up to survey the battle.
He watched the melee carefully for a moment, getting a feel for the rhythm of the battle.  His three companions were working well together – Saphielle was holding its aggro, allowing the others to savage its flanks with their light-enhanced attacks – but Aranos could almost sense that there was a better way for them to take it down.  Geltheriel’s blade and Silma’s fangs lacked reach, and that meant they could really only harm the monster’s legs.  Saphielle’s spear, though, could reach its abdomen and potentially do real damage.  It was time for Silma to become the main tank.
He silently sent a message to Silma, and the fenrin renewed her attack with extra ferocity.  The beast turned toward her, but when Saphielle moved to regain aggro, Aranos motioned for her to stop.  He wanted the giant wolf to have the monster’s complete attention before the elves attacked, hoping that would allow Saphielle to strike with more impunity.
“Your spear is the best weapon, here!” he shouted to the two women.  “You’re going to switch to off-tank and DPS.  Rhys, shift your focus to Silma, she’s main tank!”  Saphielle looked troubled but nodded and stepped back to wait.
After several seconds, he signaled the women, and they both struck.  Geltheriel slammed her blade directly into the back of the creature’s leg, wrenching and tearing the wound wider, but Saphielle’s spear punched into its side, slipping between the flailing arms, opening a gaping hole.  The creature howled and swiped to the sides, but Silma kept ripping at its hands and arms, and its main focus remained on her.
Once he was sure the beast was committed, he began peppering it with Light Arrows.  Each strike did less damage than a Composite Bullet, but the glowing projectiles made the creature flinch, and the wounds they inflicted seemed to heal more slowly.  He interspersed these with Acid Arrows, noting that the acid damage still hadn’t regenerated from before. 
As the creature roared in pain and swiped at Aranos, he remained carefully out of reach and watched it closely, keeping his Inspection Skill activated.  If this thing is radiating metadata, he reasoned silently, part of that might be its LP status.  I mean, it almost has to be; I can see my party’s LP bars, and I’m betting that’s just a matter of the party system interpreting the metadata for me.  Rather than watching the repeated notifications that he had failed to Inspect his target, Aranos tried to get a feel for the streams of data, attempting to sense if one number was rapidly fluctuating up and down as the creature’s LP were drained by their attacks and then started regenerating instantly.
The party’s coordinated assault was hurting the monster badly.  They were doing what the urukkai either hadn’t thought to or simply couldn’t: they were using its weaknesses against it and fighting it with speed instead of strength.  Silma was simply too fast for it to grab, and the light-enhanced weapons of the elves were doing lasting damage to it, gradually overcoming its regeneration.  Rhys healed Silma’s injuries, keeping the fenrin in the battle, and the creature’s LP had to be getting dangerously low.
He’d just gotten a sense of the data when an agonized howl shattered his concentration.  Saphielle’s Battle Shout rang out, while Geltheriel screamed and leaped at the beast, but Aranos saw neither of these.  His horror-filled gaze was firmly on Silma, who struggled vainly in the grip of two of the beast’s massive hands.  As if to spite his earlier confidence, the fenrin had faltered for an instant, and in that moment, the monster had snatched her.
Aranos fired another Light Arrow at the creature’s eyes, hoping to distract it, while Geltheriel and Saphielle attacked it madly.  Even Rhys was raining bolts of fire and ice on the monster, but all to no avail. Aranos’ gorge rose as the struggling Silma was brought up to the creature’s mouth…and shoved brutally within.  Instantly, her LP bar dropped to 0 in his vision, and a ragged bundle of crushed bones and silver fur spat from the creature’s mouth almost disdainfully.
“NOOO!”  Aranos screamed as his mind exploded in anger.  His hands shot up, one firing a Light Barrage, the other unleashing an Acid Blast at the monster, his rage driving the Spells as he poured energy onto its skin. He boosted his Flight to its max and sent power raging through his muscles, supercharging his reflexes.  He swooped into the creature’s face, firing his twin Spells point blank into it.  It swiped at him, but in his enhanced state, the massive claws were slow and ponderous.  He darted around them, a hummingbird zipping around a lumbering eagle, his attacks ripping into the creature’s hide. Dimly, he sensed the others joining the attack, but he ignored them.  This thing had killed Silma.  His Silma.  Its death was his responsibility, now, his duty alone.
His mana started to flag, but he took no notice.  Instead, he reached into that swirling mass of gray Soul energy and drew it into his spirals.  As the power shifted, he understood; he saw how that energy was ephemeral, decoherent, existing as the sum of all possible energies.  It didn’t flow from the ball into his spirals; it flowed into him and replaced what he lost as his own energy rushed into the Spell.  That mana didn’t come from without, it came from inside him, which is why he’d never noticed it before.  It was a part of him, not something he could draw from outside.
With that knowledge, he pulled the energy from within and channeled it into his Spells.  Instantly, the dimming globes of light mana flared as brightly as the sun; the failing streams of acid burst forth with firehose intensity.  The monster screamed, but Aranos wasn’t done.  He wanted it to suffer as Silma had, and he knew how to do it.
He pulled more energy from himself, turning it into light mana, using his Forge Mana Spell to wrap it around the creature in saw-bladed chains, shrouding it in wickedly glowing bands of power.  He shouted for the others to stand clear and grasped the chains with his mind, demanding that they move.  The bands began to shift, slowly at first but then with greater and greater speed.  The creature howled as the spinning sawblades shredded its flesh, tearing into its body, but it wasn’t enough.
Aranos pulled more power, aware that he was out of Soul Points and was now drawing solely on his own reserves.  The blades flared brightly and increased their speed.  Aranos watched grimly as first a leg, then an arm went flying free of the body.  The remaining limbs followed, and the mutilated torso crashed to the road, helpless.  Still, Aranos concentrated on his Spell, and the blades ripped into its body, tearing off gibbets of flesh.  A few moments later, the chains snapped taut, and the creature’s shredded remains collapsed in a blood-drenched pile of meat.
As Aranos released his Spell, he felt a wave of exhaustion sweep over him, and he fell hard to the road as his Flight Spell failed.  As the others rushed to his side, rolled onto his back, his head spinning and strangely struggling to focus.  Struggling, he pulled up his Status and was shocked at what he saw:
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Somehow, his Wis Stat had dropped 60 points during the battle; was that because he’d been pulling power from himself?  Had he been turning Wisdom into SP somehow, or was that a natural side effect of using Soul energy the way he did?
As he glanced at the pile of shredded, silver fur and shattered bones that were Silma’s remains, he stopped caring about that.  A wave of sorrow swept through him, and he felt tears streaming unbidden from his eyes.  Guilt followed immediately after; if he’d been more alert, been paying better attention to the battle and not to trying to improve his Inspection Skill, he might have been able to save her.  Despair coursed over him, and he lowered his hands to his face and wept.
A pair of arms snaked around him, and unthinking, he buried his face in them as his sorrow ran its course.  They held him tightly, a hand placed comfortingly on the back of his head, and they stayed that way for long minutes until the immediate grief had run its course. 
Sniffling, he pulled back and stared with surprise into Saphielle’s eyes, which were filled with a mix of puzzlement and understanding.  Geltheriel stood behind him, her face grim, while Rhys watched them all, his eyes concerned but not stricken. 
“I’m sorry,” Aranos breathed, smiling weakly at Saphielle.  “I didn’t mean to…”
“I am here for you, Redeemer,” the woman smiled back.  “Although I am uncertain as to the full extent of your grief, I will always offer you what comfort I may.”
“Uncertain?” he snapped, his sorrow flaring into anger.  “That thing ate Silma, Saphielle!  Why wouldn’t I be upset?”
“I believe the Lieutenant is considering that, since the fenrin is your Bonded Companion, you may recall her upon death, Liberator,” Rhys pointed out gently, his voice lacking its normal mocking tone.  “Perhaps that is something you have forgotten.”
Aranos froze, stunned.  He had forgotten that, in fact.  He’d gotten so used to thinking of Silma as a regular, if intelligent animal, he’d forgotten that she was really his Soulbound Companion.  She couldn’t actually die; at worst, he’d have to wait a day to recall her.  
He pulled up his Status and found Silma’s listing:
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He quickly selected ‘Yes’, and a swirl of prismatic light surrounded the fenrin’s remains.  The light grew brighter, obscuring the sad pile of fur and bone, then dimmed, leaving Silma lying on her side, whole.  She staggered to her feet painfully, and glancing at her sheet, Aranos saw that she had the same Death Debuffs that he got: all her Physical Stats were halved for an hour.  With a shout, he raced over to her and embraced her, burying his face in her soft fur.
That was extremely unpleasant, pack leader, she spoke in his mind.  I feel as weak as a puppy, and everything aches.  Is it this way for you when you’re reborn, too?
Every time, he replied silently.  I thought I’d lost you, girl.
That was foolish, she said simply.  You can’t lose me.  We’re a part of each other, pack leader.  She glanced around and saw the pile of meat where the creature had been.  What happened to that thing? 
I got a bit angry when you died, he said ruefully.  I wanted to give it a taste of its own medicine. 
“I am glad that you are reunited with your Companion, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel interjected gently.  “Yet, we should not linger out of the tower, as surely all this death will draw other predators.”
“You’re right,” Aranos nodded, rising to his feet.  “We should try to Harvest that thing first, though.”
Geltheriel shook her head.  “I have tried; the body is too damaged to be an acceptable target for Harvesting.  If there were anything we could have gained from that creature, your assault upon it did not leave it intact.”
Aranos winced inwardly; something that powerful might have given them valuable components.  There was nothing to be done about it now, though.  “Okay, let’s head back to camp and see if we can get some rest.  At least, as much as possible, all things considered.” 
“Perhaps you could restore your Spell,” Rhys suggested.  “We could move our camp into the room from which we keep watch.”
Aranos shook his head as they re-entered the tower.  “Can’t right now,” he said, forcing himself to stay calm as he once again thought of his massively drained Wisdom.  “I don’t have the SP, and the Spells I used to kill that thing drained me in a way I don’t understand, yet.”  He had notifications blinking in his vision, so he refused to think about his lost Wis until he’d read through them.  The fact that his lowered Wis score was in parenthesis suggested that it was temporary, but until he read his notifications, he wouldn’t know how temporary.
The party returned to their camp, and Aranos told the others to go rest.  The meditation he’d had earlier was enough for him to last the night, and they were all tired from the battle.  Plus, he knew he wouldn’t be able to rest until he’d figured out what happened with his Spells and Soul energy.
He sat down before the window and called up his notifications:
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Your Companion has died!
Penalty: You suffer a 10% penalty to earned XP until 1 hour after your Companion is recalled to life.
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Enhanced Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Soul
Soul mana comes from the very core of the spellcaster.  It is the caster’s connection to this world as well as all others and can affect the connections other natives have to the world, binding them here or banishing them.
Associated Stat: Wis
Requirements: Wis 50+, Lore (Mysticism) or Meditation Expert 1
Using Soul Mana: Soul mana can be used to affect the souls of living or undead creatures.  It has no effect on objects or creatures without a soul.  It can also be used to empower Spells using Primary or Composite mana, except for void-based Spells: one point of soul mana can be converted into ten points of lesser mana or give a 10% boost to any Spell using lesser mana. 
Stat Damage: A caster can safely use only a limited amount of soul mana without damage.  You can use SP of soul mana equal to or less than double your Wis Stat per hour.  Exceeding this limit drains your Wis Stat: you lose 1 point of Wis per 1% of your max SP of additional soul mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.
Soul-Boosted Spells: Soul-boosted Spells are more difficult to resist or disjoin, especially for creatures with a different Light/Dark affinity than you.  Every point of soul mana used in a Spell decreases other creatures’ resistance to the Spell and increases the difficulty of disjoining it by 1%.  Resistance cannot be lowered below 5% in this way.  These bonuses and penalties are doubled if your opponent has a different Light/Dark affinity.
+450 XP
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You have unlocked Enhanced Mana!
Enhanced Mana: Enhanced mana, unlike standard mana, does not come from an external source.  Instead, it flows from within the caster and represents some integral part of the caster’s existence.  Enhanced mana is more potent and powerful than primary or composite mana but is also more dangerous to use, as it can drain the caster’s vital essences if overtaxed.
Requirements: Unlike primary mana, enhanced mana cannot be wielded equally by every mage.  To use a type of mana effectively, a caster must meet certain basic requirements.  This usually involves having the relevant Stat at least 50 and possessing the Adept rank of one or more Skills.  A Wizard or Priest without these basic qualifications suffers a 50% penalty to the Spell power of Spells of that mana type.  A Sorcerer without these qualifications is unable to use this type of mana at all.
Associated Stats: Every enhanced mana type is linked to one Stat.  A caster can safely use SP equal to double this Stat every hour.  Exceeding this amount drains the relevant Stat: the caster loses one point of this Stat per 1% of their max SP they use in excess of this limit.  For example, a caster with a relevant Stat of 60 and 5000 max SP can use 120 SP of enhanced mana per hour safely.  Above this, they lose 1 point from that Stat for every 50 SP they use (1% of 5000).  This damage heals with rest: 10% per hour of rest or meditation.
Enhanced vs. Primary Mana: Primary and composite mana types have difficulty defending against or overcoming enhanced mana.  Spells that use enhanced mana are 50% more effective at penetrating shields or barriers composed of lesser mana, while Spells of lesser mana are 50% less effective at penetrating barriers of enhanced mana.
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You have slain unknown creature!  1940 XP Gained (Base 8620, -10% Fallen Companion penalty, divided among party members)
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 Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Level: 13
Current XP: 78702/91000
Int +3, Wis +3, Cha +2, +3 Stat points
You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Congratulations!
You have increased your Cha Stat to more than 100 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:
Charisma-based Skills: Any Skill with an Ability, opposed check, or bonus based on your Charisma Stat treats your Charisma as 50% higher
Leadership: Leadership bonuses to all members of your party are increased by 50%.
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He felt a surge of relief as he realized that all he had to do was rest for the rest of the night to regain his lost Wis.  That meant he wouldn’t be able to train his Physical Stats and couldn’t do any Enchanting as he’d hoped, but at least his spellcasting wouldn’t be effectively crippled.  Plus, he’d finally managed to unlock an Enhanced aspect at last.  He only hoped that the rest wouldn’t require such extreme circumstances. 
He’d forgotten that Enhanced mana had basic requirements; he still hadn’t cracked that book that Ruehnar gave him, meaning he wasn’t anywhere near unlocking mind mana.  He also needed to figure out some examples of different mana types if he was going to find them within himself.  The faymetal ingot would be a good start for learning about spirit mana, but he wasn’t sure where he could find examples of mind, spatial, or nature. 
His thoughts were interrupted as Saphielle settled in next to him, her eyes staring out the window.  Instantly, he felt a pang of guilt; she’d comforted him, and he’d lashed at her in response.  “Saphielle,” he began, but the woman held up a hand.
“I assume you are about to apologize for your tone earlier, Redeemer,” she said quietly.  “I assure you that it is utterly unnecessary.  You had forgotten that your Companion would return, and at that moment, you grieved her loss.  That makes your response to my words appropriate, and I take no offense.
“In fact,” she continued, turning to gaze at him, “seeing that response is heartening.  You treasure your Companion’s life and grieved at her loss, which comforts me.  From speaking to the other Travelers, I can tell that most of them see us – those of us born on Ka – as tools that can be used for their growth, nothing more. 
“You are different, and you see us as we are and value us.  Seeing you grieve for your Companion reminds me that you would never spend our lives cheaply, nor would you treat us as nothing more than useful tools.”
“No, I wouldn’t,” Aranos agreed, shaking his head.  “You’re all important to me, and not just because you make battles easier.  I’d miss any of you if you weren’t here.”
Saphielle smiled and rested her head on his shoulder.  “And that is why I am here now.  Earlier, when you wept, it caused me pain and sorrow.  I felt compelled to comfort you, and being able to do so gave me pleasure.  At the same time, knowing that your sorrow causes me pain makes me anxious, for it implies that I am not fully in control of my own emotions.  It is an odd feeling, Redeemer, but one that I am enjoying.  Do you understand?”
“Completely,” he smiled at her.  “And thank you for being there for me.  I appreciate it.”
The woman’s hand crept into his, and the two sat in silence for a long while, enjoying each other’s company quietly.  Aranos liked this Saphielle better than the one who’d been so demanding earlier.  She was strong, capable, and yet vulnerable, and he was strongly drawn to her. 
After a while, Saphielle released his hand and lifted her head, looking down at the gruesome remains of the creature below.  Already it was being fought over by small, dark creatures that Aranos didn’t recognize but that he assumed were some type of scavengers.  He figured that eventually, larger predators would be attracted as well, and by the time the sun rose, he doubted there would be much of the thing left
“We should not have been able to so effectively defeat this creature, Redeemer,” the woman said at last, her voice oddly speculative.   “Considering its size, strength, and how much damage it withstood, I must assume that it was at least level 20.  At best, we might have been able to drive it off, or to escape with our lives, but not to destroy it so utterly.”
Aranos nodded in agreement.  “You’re probably right,” he told her.  “That thing had to have taken close to ten thousand LP damage or more from my Ward alone.  Even if it was regenerating twenty LP per second, it would have taken almost two thousand LP damage before we even started to fight it.  All told, between the Ward, my Spells, and you guys’ attacks, we probably did almost fifteen thousand damage to it.  If it hadn’t been vulnerable to light and acid, we’d have lost that fight.”
Saphielle looked at him askance.  “I find it difficult to believe that your Spell did ten thousand LP damage to it,” she observed, her voice amused.  “There are not many creatures in all of Ka that could survive so much damage, and this was no Nightmare Beast, Redeemer.”
“Well,” he hedged, rechecking his mental mathematics, “probably not.  In fact, it probably did less than half of that; maybe only a quarter.  Still, we probably did a few thousand total LP damage to it.  It must have been regenerating at least thirty LP per second.”
“That was my calculation as well,” she agreed.  “And yet, somehow your Spells defeated it.  I do not understand how this is possible, and that lack of understanding makes me nervous.”
“I tapped into my soul mana,” he explained, quickly summarizing what had happened.  “And now, I’m stuck with this debuff to my Wisdom that requires me to rest for a while.  That’s why I couldn’t cast the ward again: right now, even if I wanted to, I don’t have the SP for it.”
“Then you must go rest, Redeemer,” she declared, moving away from him.  He started to protest, but she placed her hand on his lips.  “You must, for just as I am our shield, you are our strongest blade.  And you have been wounded tonight, not in the body, but in the soul.  Go, heal, and let me guard you.”
Aranos nodded and rose to his feet.  She was right; it was important for him to recover.  What if they faced another foe like the Evolved kerruk, or whatever the creature they’d just fought had been, and Aranos had only half his SP to use?  They’d barely made it through the day with everyone at full strength.  And that realization brought something else to his mind, something that gave him pause.
What if Phil and his party had run into this thing instead of us?  I never even considered that they might not even make it to Antas...




Chapter 9

“Who on God’s green Earth let so many damn trees grow together like this?” Meridian groused as she laid another heal on Phil.  “That’s where all these bugs are coming from!”
Longfellow chuckled and loosed a pair of bolts from his hand crossbows, each shaft punching through the chitin of a creature that sort of resembled a hand-sized flying scorpion, releasing a shower of green ichor on Phil.  “Granting that’s probably true,” he replied as he reloaded, “what do you think we should do about it?  Don’t imagine your bonded sprite would be too keen on us burning all this down, would it?  Seriously, want to know, because I’m totally game for starting an uncontrolled burn or two.”
“Ignoring the fact that this is all living wood that wouldn’t burn like that – well, sort of living, that is,” McBane called out as his twin short swords wove a web of steel, carving through the insects, “you do realize that we’d be left standing in the middle of the burn, right?”
“At this point, respawn might be a welcome break,” Longfellow said brightly.  “Just think, three hours of relaxation and holo-vision!  We could go back and watch that moment where Meridian tried to bathe in that pond filled with tiny crocodiles again.  And again.  And again.”
“I’ll pass, and I want to say plainly that I’m embarrassed to know you,” McBane laughed.  “Of course, so is everyone, so that’s not saying much, right?”
Meridian simply tossed her head and kept healing.  “I don’t blame you, Shortfellow,” she said proudly.  “We both know you’re never going to get a chance to see a woman this fine again.  Might as well get your jollies while you can.”
Phil grunted as he swatted two of the bugs with his shield and slashed the wings off a third.  His swordsmanship had improved markedly since he’d taken Jeff’s advice and started actually practicing it, along with training his Strength and Endurance nightly.  Even so, the blade wasn’t very effective against such small, agile targets, so he was using his shield like a crude flyswatter.
The two bugs he’d smacked crunched and dropped to the ground, squirming but incapacitated; although he hadn’t gotten his Shield Mastery up to Adept rank yet, he’d taken a page from Jeff’s book and simply tried using the shield as a secondary weapon.  It had taken a few battles, but he’d gotten a cool Skill as a result:
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Skill Gained: Shield Expertise (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 1
Use your shield as a secondary weapon
Effect: You are able to attack with your shield.  A basic bludgeoning attack does 2-7 LP damage and can be combined with the Shield Bash Ability.  Damage increased by 1% per Skill Level.
Str +1
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Since unlocking that Skill, he’d added the Skills Unarmed Combat, Athletics, and Mana Manipulation just by practicing.  He’d passed Jeff’s nuggets of wisdom on to his party members, who eagerly began carefully and methodically trying new things in the hopes of gaining Skills.  McBane had gotten the Skills Acrobatics, Tracking, and Harvesting, as well as a new Ability called One-shot that allowed him to make a particularly deadly attack from Stealth using both blades.  Longfellow had gained Stat Mastery: Perception, Keen Senses, and two Abilities: Steady Aim and Indirect Fire, which allowed him to target something he could hear but not see with only moderate penalities.  Meridian had figured out Mana Manipulation, First Aid, Herbalism, and Healing Mastery; she’d also been experimenting with the bond she shared with her spirit and gained two new Spells. 
They’d each grown significantly from following Jeff’s advice, and Phil had not been hesitant at all to tell them where the ideas had come from.  They’d also all hit level 10 and were considering their Advanced Classes, although they’d all agreed to hold off until they’d completed this Quest.  Phil knew that the more things like Perks and Titles you had, the more options you’d have for your Advanced Class, so it was worth holding off on the level now to get something awesome later.  Now, the others were even more excited to join up with Jeff, especially since Phil had told Meridian that Jeff was Expert-ranked in Meditation, Mana Manipulation, and Mana Control, and as such he could actually act as her trainer in those Skills, allowing her to improve them much quicker.  He’d also pointed out to Longfellow that Jeff’s elf Follower was an archer and would probably be happy to train him, as well, although Phil honestly didn’t know how skilled she really was.
Another swarm of the foot-long insects buzzed from the trees, and Phil cast his Taunt Spell to grab their aggro and make sure they all attacked him.  The bugs weren’t dangerous, really – each sting only shaved off a handful of LP – but they were venomous, which kind of sucked.  Their toxin was a paralytic, so every sting slowed Phil just a little bit more.  Meridian was working hard to neutralize the poison, so it never quite overwhelmed Phil, but the constant debuff was just annoying.
When the nasty little creatures approached, Phil struck with his shield first, swatting several of them from the sky.  He’d tried using his Flame Blade Spell, hoping that the insects might be flammable, but the Spell just drew more of the bugs his way.  So, he swatted and smashed the bugs while McBane carved them up and Longfellow punctured them with his bolts, and finally, Phil squashed the last one underfoot.
He’d just lowered his shield when Meridian spoke quietly behind him, “Something else is coming.  Four creatures, but they all feel…strange.”  Phil nodded and raised his shield once more.  The Shaman’s Ability to sense living creatures – an effect of her bond with her powerful life sprite – had saved them all on more occasions than he could count.  It was hard to surprise someone who could literally feel you coming from a quarter mile off.
They had managed to make it right to the borders of the Fallen City of Antas, somewhat to Phil’s surprise.  The uruks they’d been facing had been joined by more powerful, armored warriors and tall, pink-skinned spellcasters, and the battles had become far more intense.  Several times, Phil or McBane had only avoided respawn by a well-timed heal from Meridian, and even Longfellow had come close to death a time or two.
To circle the city and meet up with Jeff, though, they’d been forced to leave the High Road and had descended into a heavily forested valley.  At first, the trees were a welcome reprieve from the bleak Blightlands, even though the leaves were so dark as to seem almost black and the trees were covered with unhealthy looking growths and funguses.  That feeling was short-lived, as they quickly learned that in a Corrupted forest, every plant could be deadly, and the trees hid awful things in their hollows and branches.  The wind that whispered in the leaves tasted of decay and blood in Phil’s mouth, and he could swear sometimes that he heard it whispering terrible things in his ears.  He found his mind drifting often to dark thoughts that weren’t really normal for him, and he’d been unnaturally tense and nervous most of the day.
It had been far worse for Meridian, though.  Through her deeper connection to life energy, she could apparently feel the trees around them, and she swore that the twisted boles were hostile and even malevolent toward the interlopers.  Their presence seemed to weigh on her, and she’d been increasingly waspish as they’d carefully circled the city, using Longfellow’s Cartographer Skill to avoid accidentally crossing the border and possibly activating some sort of alarm.
Phil readied himself for whatever new horror was approaching.  A couple days ago, he’d have been glad that it was only four creatures instead of a swarm heading their way, but they’d learned the hard way that the AIs seemed averse to giving them easy encounters.  A smaller number of enemies probably meant that each of their opponents was stronger and more dangerous.
“Wait,” Meridian said hesitantly.  “There’s something...”  Her eyes widened.  “Behind us!” she shouted, spinning and pointing at the wall of dark-leaved underbrush they’d just passed through.  Phil moved quickly to the back just as the leaves parted and a swarm of warped, twisted creatures burst from the foliage.  The monsters were humanoid but were hunched so severely that they moved on all fours.  Their bodies were skeletal, looking like bones wrapped in a layer of wiry muscles and parchment-like skin, gray in color, and the stench of decay and rot swept from them.  Long, snakelike tongues whipped from gaping mouths filled with broken, jagged teeth.
“Undead!” Phil shouted as bolts sped past him, lodging in the nearest creature’s chest.  “Head or heart only!”  Undead creatures were especially dangerous because they could usually ignore wounds that would cripple or incapacitate living creatures, and they didn’t feel pain or fear.  They were generally vulnerable to fire, though, as well as to damage to their brains and hearts.  It would be a tough battle, but he wasn’t really worried.
As Phil moved to intercept the charging creatures, Meridian screamed, “On the left!”  Phil’s head spun to see more of the monsters burst on their flank.
“On it,” McBane said shortly, moving to the side to protect the vital healer.  So long as Meridian held, they’d be okay…
“Aw shit, the right!” the woman yelled, her voice sounding resigned as she hefted her warhammer to take that flank.  “Shortfellow, I think you’re getting those three hours you wanted!”
As more of the creatures swarmed toward the healer, Phil realized she was right.  They were all about to head for respawn.  Suddenly, the world in front of him exploded in flames, and as a beast from a nightmare leapt over the fire directly at Phil, he wondered how they would ever even reach the city.
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Martina watched as Liam cast the Spell that bound the weakly struggling lizard, tying it to him so that he could summon it later.  The creature had been tough to fight; it was immune to Liam’s magic, and the caster refused to call any of his more powerful summons to help them.  She’d learned that part of his uncanny ability to summon a huge number of creatures quickly was that, if they died in his service, they were dead and couldn’t be recalled.  Even so, he hoarded the creatures the way a miser did coins, and both she and Hector had come closer than she liked to respawning this time.
She’d tried to take Liam to task for that, but her old confidence was gone, and he’d simply stared at her while she railed until eventually, she’d floundered and caved under that gaze.  He’d grown more dismissive of her as the days passed; he no longer even pretended that she was Party Leader and simply issued orders, expecting them to be obeyed.  Part of her wanted to take Hector and go off on their own, but she knew that the two of them wouldn’t survive that way.  Liam was arrogant, but his Spells were powerful, and his tame Rogue did a lot more damage than she probably should have for someone of her level. 
It hadn’t escaped Martina’s notice that all of Liam’s damaging Spells were Darkness-based, either.  He had lots of draining, debilitating, and debuffing Spells, but not many that used fire, lightning, or the other elements that most Wizards relied on.  Like his Rogue, he was more powerful than he was letting on, and it was clear to her that she needed him a lot more than he needed her, to her great discontent. 
She’d taken to avoiding Liam by scouting whenever possible, but the caster was currently busy with his new acquisition, so she had a bit of time out from under his gaze.  Her thoughts were a jumble, and the quiet inner voices in her head that told her she wasn’t as good as she thought, couldn’t do anything by herself, and wasn’t worth being Party Leader anyway had grown louder the longer they’d been in the Blightlands. They mocked her mercilessly, now, and she was tired; tired of fighting them, tired of denying their words; tired of insisting it wasn’t true.  She needed help, and there was only one person she could turn to.
Hector sat before the fire, oiling and sharpening his double-bitted axe.  Most Warriors, she knew, preferred swords, but Hector loved his axe.  “Swords are great,” he’d said time and again, “but nothing chops like an axe, lady.”
As she approached, he glanced at her sideways but didn’t speak.  She took a seat across the fire, staring moodily into the flames.  “He’s busy grabbing that lizard-thing,” she observed softly.  “More help when we get to Antas, I guess.”
Hector sighed.  “I don’t know about all this, Martina,” he told her slowly.  “I mean, is any of this really a good idea?  We’re trying to steal a Quest from some guy we never even met, just because some other guy says we should.  Doesn’t that seem fishy to you, sister?”
“We’re not stealing anything,” she retorted hotly, feeling her temper rise and enjoying the brief warmth of it.  “We’re hitting that city so we can get some loot and glory.  If that Aranos guy wants to liberate it, hey, that’s great, so long as he doesn’t get in our way.”
“That’s another thing,” he told her, staring at her calmly, unperturbed as always by her anger.  “Why wouldn’t we want to liberate the city, too?  Strategically, this city holds the High Roads heading up to the Human Kingdoms; if we free it, Stoneleague can garrison it and we’d hold the whole damn mountain pass all the way back to the city.  We could spend the next week clearing out the pass, kicking the ass of every bogez chief and uruk witch doctor all the way back to civilization.  We’d get some great Advanced Classes, and we’d probably be as famous as this Aranos guy by the end of it.
“And tactically,” he went on, bowling over her attempt to protest, “if we don’t, we’re gonna be running away from a hostile, heavily defended position, through enemy territory.  We won’t be able to stop like this, or we’ll get swarmed.  We’re gonna have to run our asses all the way back to Stoneleague and hope we don’t drag a whole damn army back behind us.  Worst case, that happens, and we’ll be lucky to just get banished, girl, and not end up in prison.”
“Fine,” she snapped.  “We can try to take the damn city.  Whatever.  But like I was saying, Liam’s grabbing that lizard-thing, and…”
“And why the hell do you care about that?” Hector interrupted curiously.  “Or about him, while we’re on it?  Dude’s got a ton of those creatures already – why’s he need more?”
“Because they’ll help us in Antas,” she replied, exasperated, although her quiet voice reminded her that she’d had exactly the same thoughts. 
“They’ll help him in Antas,” Hector corrected.  “Seriously, girl, do you really trust him this much?  I mean, it seems to me that he’s building up a decent little army, but that’s not gonna help us in this city.  We want to get in and out, smooth as glass and quiet as the wind, and giant spiders and flaming worms aren’t great for that.  So, what’s he really want that army for?”
“I…don’t know,” she admitted, looking down at the ground as a spike of anxiety swept through her.  “I mean…I guess I do.  I’ve heard him talking, when he doesn’t know I’m there – my Stealth has finally hit the Adept level – so I know that all this is for that Aranos guy.  He’s got a real hard-on for the guy, Hector.  I think he’s gathering all these to take him out, and if he does…we’ll be part of the team that took down a legend!”
Hector stared at her, suddenly stone-faced, before looking away.  “Nope,” he shook his head.  “I won’t be part of that, Martina.  Not gonna happen.”  He sighed and looked up at her seriously as she made a noise of protest.  “You know Phil’s gonna be in that group, girl.  And while you two didn’t see eye-to-eye, that’s not the same as turning on him.  I don’t stab my brothers in the back, and Phil never did either of us wrong.”
“He sure as shit did me wrong,” she hissed, her temper flaring again.  “Going around, spreading rumors about me so that no one wanted to party up…”
Hector rose silently and stepped up to Martina, staring down at her with a face that had gone icy.  She rose, suddenly feeling nervous and trapped, but he moved until his nose was only a few inches from hers.  “That’s what you think?” he asked her in a quiet but furious voice.  “After all the times that man went to bat for you, all the times he sold your mistakes to Neela and me, you think he went around and trash-talked you?  What, just because you kicked him out of the party?  Bullshit.”
Martina stood, stock-still.  Hector had never spoken so harshly to her before; he always had her back, no matter what.  Before she could say a word, though, he shook his head.
“I’m disappointed in you,” he told her flatly.  “That man has had your six since day one.  He has never once talked shit about you outside the party, even though you damn well deserved it.  You wanna know why no one will party with you, sister?
“This,” he stepped back, pointing directly at her face.  “This shit right here that you’re pulling.  Everything is someone else’s fault.  Every mistake is a personal attack on you.  Nobody wants to deal with that shit, girl!  You need to correct your attitude, and I mean right now.”
Martina stood, frozen, staring at Hector.  It’s just what Phil told you, the quiet voice reminded her.  It’s all your fault.  You’re the screw-up; not Neela, not Hector, not even Phil.  Just you.
“I – I don’t…” she stammered, but Hector wasn’t done yet.
“And now,” he finished, “you’ve got a problem with this Aranos guy.  Why the hell would you care about him?  He’s been doing good things, girl.  He’s been doing the kind of things we should be doing.  And they’re the kind of things we could be doing, if you just get your head screwed straight.”
He tossed down his axe and gently took her by the shoulders.  “Look, Martina,” he said quietly, his tone gentle once more.  “This is our chance to fight the good fight and to be the heroes.  if we get the chance, I say we ask this Aranos if we can join up.  We’ll all work together, we’ll clear the place out, no problem.  We get loot, we get glory, and we get to do the right thing.  Win-win, all the way around.”
You know why you can’t do that, the voice mocked her.  You don’t make those decisions, do you? “Liam won’t go for it,” she said hesitantly, her anxiety doubling as she realized what she was admitting.  “He wouldn’t let us…” So, I guess we know who’s really in charge, huh?
“So, we don’t ask his damn permission,” Hector grinned.  “You’re Party Leader, right?  No matter what he says, it’s your decision, far as the game is concerned.  You ask the man if we can join, and when he says yes, you agree, and boom.  Liam wants to object…he’ll be dealing with all of us.  Phil, Aranos, Phil’s new party, all at once.  I don’t think his army’s that big, and if it is, at least we’ll all be respawning together.”
Martina hesitated, fear fluttering through her belly.  “I—I don’t know,” she stammered.
Hector shook his head.  “This isn’t like you, girl,” he told her in a concerned voice.  “You may not always make the best decisions, but you never hesitate to make them.  What’s going on with you?”
“It’s…it’s this place,” she confessed, her shoulders slumping and tears welling in her eyes.  “There’s something about it…it’s like my brain is always reminding me of everything I ever did wrong, every screw-up.  Everything I do, every choice I make…I just…I don’t think I believe in myself anymore, Hector.”  Tears spilled from her eyes as she spoke those words, and Hector enfolded her in a gentle embrace.
“That’s okay, girl,” he told her softly.  “I still believe in you.   And I’ll make sure you don’t get too lost in your own head.  Just…stop listening to Liam.  I don’t trust that man.”
Martina settled down, feeling oddly comforted by the man’s embrace.  It wasn’t anything romantic – Hector had never looked at her like that, and she’d never thought of him that way, either.  It was just…good to know that he had her back, no matter what.  Hector believes in me, she told herself. The least I can do is show him that he’s right.  Now get your tits up, girl!
She took a deep, shuddering breath and stepped back, smiling a genuine smile for the first time since they’d entered the Blightlands.  “Okay,” she breathed, wiping her eyes.  “Okay, I can do this.  No more creatures for Liam; he’s got plenty, and we need to get moving.  We’ll get to Antas, we’ll find this Aranos guy…and we’ll do the right thing, Hector.  I promise, we’ll make it right.”
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Five hours of meditation, doing nothing but Skill training, identifying new metals, and reading a lot about elven history and culture restored Aranos’ lost Wisdom, to his very great relief.  He hadn’t been able to practice replicating any of the metal types, since using High Mastery would have stopped him from regaining his lost Stats, but he’d managed to catalogue a few more types that were closely tied to elemental mana.  Rusilver had a red-orange sheen and naturally collected and channeled fire mana; blue-green nemsilver did the same for water mana; translucent, cloudy vilsilver channeled air mana well; heavy, rust-colored ontsilver was connected to earth mana.  Each was made from a composite of arcane silver and a specific type of mana crystal, which made them unsuitable for weapons or armor – the crystal impurities in the metal acted as stress points and made the alloys easier to shatter – but they would work well for crafting Enchanted or Runecrafted items.
The next morning had proceeded much like the one before, except that the urukkai patrols they encountered were a lot more torn up than normal and didn’t really present any significant difficulty…or XP, for that matter.  The party’s best guess was that forces from Antas might be responsible for the tattered condition of the patrols, but they hadn’t encountered anything unusual except for a swarm of large, red-backed spiders that fired webbing and spit poison at them.  That battle had been trickier, at least until Aranos had discovered that the webbing was highly flammable.
They’d left the High Roads before reaching Antas, and Aranos had been excited to enter the forest surrounding the city.  Unfortunately, this forest was heavily Corrupted and proved less than suitable for some of his Natural Lore Abilities.  He could speak with the plants, but they were all hostile, and their only thoughts involved killing the trespassers in various horrific ways.  When he’d tried siphoning some of the forest’s energy to sustain him, the power he’d taken in was so befouled it actually gave him a Corruption Point.
To make matters worse, his Sense Mana Skill located several wards strung throughout the trees.  As far as he could tell, the wards acted like beacons; once you crossed one, you’d begin emitting small pulses of magic every few minutes.  He had no doubt that there were things in Antas that would easily be able to track them if they’d set those off.  One side effect of that, though, was that the Skill leveled up, meaning it was finally considered trained thanks to his aleen heritage:
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Skill Boost: Sense Mana (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Student 1
Student Level Ability: You can sense hostile mana – defined as mana that is part of a Spell or Ability that will adversely affect you in some way – at double the normal range.
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His approach to dealing with the wards was simple and straightforward: he'd disjoined any ward they encountered with his Mana Vampire Perk.  He assumed that by doing so, he was announcing his presence in a different way, but he was pretty certain that once they entered the borders of Antas, they’d start being hunted right away anyways.  While he could have bypassed the wards without removing them, it was time-consuming to do so, and he was eager to meet up with Phil now that they were this close.
The biggest issue was that the wards meant Silma couldn’t range ahead as she usually did.  The fenrin was skilled at Stealth, but Aranos was pretty sure that Stealth would lose against magical detection.  Silma had chafed at this, and Geltheriel pointed out how much harder it would be for them to find the humans without Silma’s keen senses hunting in a wide circle.  Aranos racked his brain for a while before coming up with a solution. It took him some time to Enchant a silver charm that would hang from Silma’s collar, but when he was done, he was satisfied with what he’d come up with:
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High Enchanting Success!
You have Enchanted: Charm of Concealment
Type: Amulet
Rarity: Rare
Quality: Fine
Effects: Increases Stealth and Camouflage by 87%.  Increases Magic Resistance by 44%.
On activation: Cleanse Aura – This charm can remove all active Spells on the wearer.  Disjoining a Spell requires an Opposed Check: Wearer’s [Cha + 65] versus spellcaster’s [Int + Spell Level].  If the Spell to be disjoined is actively maintained, the caster adds their Mana Manipulation Skill to this check.
Charged Item: Cleanse Aura requires 3 charges per use.
Current Charges: 771
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The Charm wasn’t the best thing he’d ever done and required him to use a fair amount of void mana, but he’d empowered it with a bit of soul mana to get larger bonuses and to improve the Cleanse Aura power.  He instructed Silma in its use and told her to be sure to use the Cleanse Aura every few minutes to be sure she wasn’t being tracked magically.  While it wasn’t foolproof, since Silma’s Charisma was her lowest Stat and a powerful caster would win the Opposed Check easily, he doubted a really powerful caster would have spent the time and SP to weave these simple wards.  With his new soul mana, Aranos thought that now he could probably create a ward that would detect living creatures and damage or imprison them while leaving specific ones alone, or at least let him magically ‘tag’ his minions so that they were immune to the wards.  Surely, if he could do it, a Wizard powerful enough to resist the Cleanse Aura power could do the same thing; that meant that whoever laid these alarms was probably low on the totem pole.  The whole arrangement honestly smacked of grunt work to him.
As they traveled, both Aranos and Silma picked out myriad tracks among the trees, but none of them were human.  Plenty of the tracks were humanoid, but all moved strangely and inhumanly.  Some had a strange, shuffling gait, while others seemed to gallop about.  A massive set of tracks was made by a swarm of creatures that seemed to move on all fours, except that two of those limbs were obviously hands. 
What really concerned Aranos, though, was the unmistakable stench of decay that followed each track.  Besides the traces of several swarms of flying creatures, every trail either he or Silma spotted was covered in a foul odor of rotting flesh and decomposing meat.  Aranos knew what that meant, of course, and he passed the information on to the party. 
“Undead,” Rhys spat, shaking his head.  “Foul creations of necromancy.  That we would encounter such here…”
“Makes a great deal of sense, in truth,” Geltheriel interjected slowly.  “Twice have the elves attempted to retake Antas, and both times they have been defeated, with none returning to bear the tales of their loss.  Battles with undead would explain such tragedies, as the fallen would rise to attack their former comrades, and any survivors would be hunted without rest.”
Saphielle glanced at Aranos, her face showing a trace of concern.  “For this to be true, no mere Wizard or warlord could be commanding here, Redeemer.  There must be a Lord of Undeath holding this city.”
“We knew that the city was going to be hard to take, if not impossible,” Aranos said calmly.  “All we can do is work our way closer, avoid these wards, and find out as much as we can.  Our main goal isn’t to free the city; it’s to get into the Vault and find the information for Geltheriel’s Quest.  Let’s decide if we can or even should try to do more when we know more, right?”
The others nodded, Rhys with seeming reluctance – Aranos knew that the Druid had joined the party because he felt the elves weren’t doing enough to take back what they’d lost, so the idea of the party only doing what they had to probably sat badly with him – and they resumed their circuitous trek around the borders of the city, seeking out the humans who’d come to join them.
Aranos realized something was amiss when his Tracking Skill showed that Silma was heading back toward them at a decent speed.  She wasn’t moving quickly enough to be running from anything, but she was moving too fast for a simple report.
I think I’ve found our prey, pack leader, she sent silently as she neared the party. 
They’re not prey, Silma, Aranos admonished with a mental grin.  They’re going to be joining our pack.  Hopefully.
We’re hunting them, aren’t we?  That makes them prey until they prove otherwise.  In any case, I found some tracks that weren’t undead or elves.  They were recent, as well.
Were they human?
I don’t know what humans smell like, the fenrin pointed out.  They aren’t elves, they aren’t undead, and they passed recently.  It almost has to be our prey, doesn’t it?
Yeah, I guess it does.  He turned to the others with a smile.  “Silma thinks she found them.  We’ll move in Stealth, just in case – she doesn’t know what humans look or smell like, so she can’t say whether or not they’re Phil and his party.”
They moved forward as stealthily as possible, pausing occasionally as Aranos disjoined nearby wards.  So far, they’d only seen tracks of the undead around them, but there had been a lot of those.  In fact, they seemed to be following the path of a large number of the type that moved on all fours; Aranos counted at least thirty of those moving quickly in the same direction.  Hopefully, they weren’t moving toward Phil and his party, although he had a feeling they were.  He wasn’t sure if Phil’s healer would be able to detect and disjoin the wards, but he doubted it.  That was usually the province of Mages rather than Priests, unless they were a Cleric of some deity of magic.
They followed the trail for long minutes before Aranos felt Silma speeding back toward them.  As she appeared, he could feel that something was wrong; the wolf’s concern bled through their bond plainly.  I have found them, she told him silently, without preamble.   They’re in danger.  Instantly, Aranos saw an image of a human that he immediately recognized as Phil – or Irric Brightblade, as the man was called in-game – along with three other humans.  They’re being surrounded by undead as we speak, pack leader.  I couldn’t see the creatures in ambush, but I could hear and smell them. 
“Silma’s found them, and they’re walking into an ambush,” Aranos told the others grimly, resisting the urge to rush to Phil’s rescue.  “We need to help them, but we also need to move carefully.  Silma couldn’t see the ambush, but she could smell it, so they must be magically concealed somehow.”
“A wise decision,” Saphielle nodded.  “It would aid no one if we were to fall into the very trap we were hoping to foil.”
The party slid forward, guided by Silma’s silent directions to Aranos.  The forest here was darker, the leaves a deep black color and the trees actively hostile when Aranos tried to reach out to them with his Speak with Plants Ability.  It felt like an entire forest of jubokkos, with the plants crying out for blood, violence, and pain.  He shivered at that thought and hoped that the trees only felt like jubokkos and couldn’t animate like them.
The sounds of battle came to them long before they spotted the party, causing them to slow even further.  Aranos got a mental flash of the battle from Silma, who observed it silently from Stealth; the party had been attacked by a wave of shambling undead from three sides and were fighting furiously to hold them back.  Phil stood in the vanguard, battling with sword and shield, while a Rogue-type man with twin swords held one flank and a woman in brass-colored armor with a warhammer and smaller shield guarded the other.   An archer with twin hand crossbows stood in the middle, firing into the press on all sides, but Aranos could see that, unless the undead were extremely weak, the party was doomed.  Their healer was engaged in combat, meaning none of them were recovering from damage, and he doubted either the woman or the Rogue had the LP to last very long in frontal combat.  Once she fell, the others would be overwhelmed eventually.
Aranos gestured to the others with hand signals, and the party moved forward, Geltheriel slipping off to the side while Saphielle and Rhys moved toward the nearest flank with Aranos in tow.  He considered using his Flight spell to get a better view of the battle, but the trees around him made him nervous.  While none of them had attacked the party yet, he didn’t want to find out that they could while he was floating in the air above a horde of undead.  Even his armor wouldn’t last long that way.
He mentally directed Silma to sneak around to the front of the battle and waited for several moments to let Geltheriel get into position.  From this distance, he could just feel the undead with his Lifesense Skill; he couldn’t sense them directly, as they didn’t have souls, but they stood out in his mind as an absence of life, their presence vile in his mind.  Finally, he took a deep breath and closed his eyes, trying something he hadn’t before; he cast his Ravaging Burst Spell, targeting it not with his own senses but using the mental image Silma was sending him.  It felt strange at first, but he focused on the vision and pushed the Spell with his will, using the fenrin’s sense of his presence to gauge exactly where he wanted the Spell to strike. 
Fire mana raged up from his core, pouring down his channels and swirling into seven brilliantly glowing spheres of flame that whirled above his outstretched palm.  The Spell roared from his hands, streaking out over the trees past the limit of his vision.  In his mind, though, he could see the spheres slamming into the horde of undead and erupting in waves of flame.  The wash of orange light was all the signal his party needed, and Silma burst from the trees, leaping over the flames and landing beside Phil, spinning to face the undead who still charged forward, heedless of their burning flesh.  The Spellsword looked startled for a second and seemed poised to attack Silma, but as he saw her start to tear into the undead, Aranos saw recognition flash onto the man’s face, and a huge grin spread across his cheeks.
“We’ve got backup!” Aranos heard the big man’s voice bellow.  “Let’s do this!”
Aranos and Rhys raced forward, following well behind Saphielle.  The Avenger had already vanished into the trees, and Aranos heard the roar of her Battle Shout as she smashed into the enemy lines.  As he rushed into the clearing, he saw Geltheriel appear on the other side of the melee, her blade cutting through undead flesh with ease.  Her Shadedancer Class was meant to do terrific damage to Corrupted creatures, and Aranos couldn’t imagine anything more Corrupted than these shambling, skeletal undead. 
Freed from the threat of the looming trees, Aranos cast his Flight Spell and leapt into the air.  His Composite Bullet Spell wouldn’t be very useful, here; there were simply too many of the creatures.  His Battlesense suggested that there might be close to a hundred of the undead swarming the humans; he was impressed they’d held out as long as they did.  They’d obviously leveled significantly since he’d last spoken to Phil.
He looked down and saw that Geltheriel’s side needed the most assistance; the Rogue on Saphielle’s side was doing an impressive job of avoiding the creatures, and most of the rest had turned to face Saphielle when she attacked.  Phil and Silma had the vanguard, no problem, especially now that the undead were severely damaged by his Ravaging Blast.  The healer, though, was struggling, alternating between melee and healing herself, and Geltheriel probably wouldn’t reach her in time. 
“Geltheriel, disengage!” he shouted, and immediately the woman danced back, vanishing into the shadows around the clearing.  Aranos concentrated, pulling up more fire mana and combining it with air, earth, and water.  Normally, this Spell should have failed, since it used conflicting elements, but thanks to his Master of Elements Title, twin streaks of crimson and white leaped from his hand, falling onto the milling undead and swirling madly in vortices of ice and hardened lava. The shards of frozen water and molten rock tore through the undead, shredding their skin and snapping bones. 
“Rhys, Entangle on your side!” Aranos shouted, seeing that the undead there were swarming to the sides and threatening to flank Saphielle.  The woman’s spear and shield were deadly to the creatures; she crushed their skulls with one hand and impaled them through the brain with the other.  Still, if they surrounded her, she’d be overwhelmed. 
As he hung over the battle, Aranos felt a new presence manifest to his Battlesense Skill.  It was a single creature, standing in the forest just beyond the trees, invisible to his sight and Lifesense but showing up plainly to his Battlesense.  As he watched, black, malevolent energy poured from the creature and washed over the undead; immediately, their skin began to patch itself and shattered bones reformed.  Aranos’ eyes narrowed as he saw this; the undead had a healer, of sorts, and in combat, you always took out the healer first.
He summoned a Composite Bullet and fired it at the hidden creature, targeting it with his Battlesense alone.  The Bullet streaked out and slammed into a barrier of gray, unhealthy-looking mana.  Aranos had expected that, though, and an instant later, six Mana Arrows struck the target, three of them light mana and three of them void.  The barrier cracked as the conflicting energies reacted destructively, and a second Composite Bullet shattered the shield.  The moment the shield fell, the unseen presence vanished from his Battlesense.
Frowning, Aranos turned back to the main battle.  The undead had been healed, but the boon to them was temporary.  The creatures in his Fire and Ice Spell had been reduced to piles of shattered bone and torn flesh, freeing the healer to turn her attention to Phil and Silma and allowing Geltheriel to join the human Rogue.  Caught between Saphielle and the pair of damage-dealers, the press of undead on that side was being quickly whittled down. 
Phil and Silma had been fighting defensively for the most part; as they each felt the first heals descend on them, though, they began pushing forward.  Aranos launched another fiery Ravaging Blast at the group, scorching them with roasting flames, then followed up with an Energy Barrage that rained blasts of fire across the cratures.  The undead fell like blazing torches beneath his Spell and the blade and teeth of the two Warriors, and a minute later, silence descended as the last of the creatures collapsed to the earth, Saphielle’s spear buried in its eye.
Aranos descended to the ground, and his party gathered around him.  “Who were you attacking in the forest, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel spoke, her gaze darting around the edge of the clearing.  “Are there more of the creatures unseen?”
“They had a caster with them,” Aranos answered.  “I think it fled when I broke through their shield, but that means that they’ll be able to report our presence and numbers.  We need to get organized and move out.”
Aranos glanced at the humans, all of whom were staring at them in puzzlement.  “Um, Jeff?” Phil spoke up, one eyebrow raised.  “You know that none of us speak Elvish, right?”
Aranos almost slapped his forehead; he hadn’t even considered that there might be a language barrier!  He’d have to act as translator until they figured out…
“Then it is fortunate indeed that all elves learn the Human tongue, is it not?” Saphielle said in perfect Human.  “Otherwise, the Redeemer would have to spend his days here translating, and surely he has better things to do.”
“Yeah, I do,” Aranos sighed in relief as he strode over to Phil, embracing the bigger man.  “It’s great to see you, man!”
“I can definitely say I’m glad to see you, too,” Phil laughed.  “I thought we were all headed for respawn!  I don’t know how those things managed to sneak up on us like that.”
“Well, obviously, they had a caster with them,” the healer spoke with a strong American Southern accent, walking over to Aranos and extending her hand.  “Didn’t ya’ll see Aranos here attacking the trees?  I’m assuming he spotted something we didn’t, floating up there like a bird.”  Although the accent was fluid and seemed natural, Aranos’ Sense Intent Skill told him that it was forced and that the woman was gauging his reaction.
“Does she pretend to talk like this whenever she meets someone new?” he grinned at Phil as he shook the woman’s extended hand.  “Or is this a special performance just for me?”
“Every time,” Phil grunted.  “She’ll get over it once she’s tired of annoying you.”
“Oathbinder, I do not wish to interrupt your reunion, as I know you have long looked forward to seeing your old companion,” Geltheriel interrupted, “but as you said, we need to move before the caster brings reinforcements.  It is not safe to stay here.”
“Right, thanks Geltheriel,” Aranos nodded.  “Okay, greetings and introductions later.  We need to move and find a place we can set up safely…or one I can Redeem.  We should be secure there.”
“We’ll follow your lead,” Phil shrugged.  “That’s why we’re here.  In fact, let’s make that official…”  The man’s eyes unfocused, and a notification appeared in Aranos’ vision:
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Party Leader Irric Brightblade wishes to join your party.  Accepting this request will allow all members of Irric Brightblade’s party to join yours.  
Requesting Party Size: 4
Current Party Size: 4
Maximum Party Size: 11
Do you wish to allow this party to join yours (Yes/No)?
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Aranos selected “Yes” and watched as his party UI expanded to include the four new members.  Their names and SP/LP/Stamina bars were available to him, but their Classes, levels, and Stats were hidden.  He wasn’t concerned; he’d figure all that out later.  For the moment, they needed to move.
“Whoa, nice bonuses,” the slim Archer named Longfellow said in a decidedly British accent.  “Phil, you never gave us such nice bonuses.  Have you been holding out on us?”
“You may have noticed that one of the bonuses is to movement,” Saphielle said firmly.  “Rather than talking about it, let us use that bonus and move to somewhere safer.  Or would you prefer another ambush such as this one?”
“She’s right,” Aranos said quickly, before the Travelers could protest.  His Sense Mana Skill was screaming at him; the humans were all pulsing with magic and had tripped a number of the hidden wards.  “We need to get somewhere defensible so I can get those mana tags off you guys; that’s how they’re tracking you.”  He turned and nodded to Silma, who ranged ahead of them into the forest.  Saphielle started off behind the fenrin, and the others grudgingly moved to follow.  They didn’t bother with Stealth; the beacons on the four humans would have invalidated that, anyway, and speed was more important right now.
The forest passed them swiftly by, as Aranos kept his Aura of Movement active the entire time, giving them all a 100% boost to their travel speed, in addition to the 31% bonus they now got for his Leadership Skill, thanks to the doubling effect of his high Charisma bonus.  Unless the undead could fly – or they were mounted on something really fast – there was no way they were going to catch the party. 
As he sped through the trees, Aranos heard Silma’s voice in his mind.  This might be a good place, she sent to him, along with a mental picture of a ruined, crumbling tower that looked like it might have been a watchtower or outpost at some point in the distant past.  There are undead inside, though.
Aranos signaled for everyone to halt, and the party slowed to a stop.  “Silma found some sort of ruined watchtower up ahead,” he told them.  “It’s probably our best bet for a fortified position, but it’s being held by the undead right now.  I can’t tell what kinds or how many until we get closer.”
“What would a tower like that be doing out in the middle of nowhere?” Meridian asked dubiously.  “What’s it guarding, the trees?”
“Ah, but this was not all trees long ago, Traveler,” Rhys spoke up off-handedly.  “Once, there were towns and villages surrounding the great city of Antas, and those roads required a watch.  Of course, the villages were no doubt destroyed during the Feast, and the forest has certainly reclaimed what roads there were, but one would expect things to change somewhat in five centuries or more.”
“Smartass,” the woman muttered with a grin.  “I think I’m gonna like you.”
“That the roads have vanished is likely a point in our favor, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel pointed out.  “The tower of which you speak may be but lightly defended, since there is no longer any need for its presence.”
“Define ‘lightly’,” Longfellow pointed out.  “Not all of us are used to obliterating a hundred zombies in one afternoon, after all.”
“Those creatures were called jangshie, not zombies,” Saphielle corrected.  “And we had not encountered them until this battle, either, so destroying them is certainly not our custom.  Yet, the Shadedancer is correct: there is likely little need for this tower to be maintained, and it may simply be infested with creatures that took up residence, rather than a carefully defended stronghold.”
“No point in guessing,” Phil shrugged.  “We might as well go check it out.”
“But we need to get you four cleaned up, first,” Aranos said firmly.  “If whoever cast the wards that you guys tripped is in that tower, they’ll know you’re coming from an actual mile away.” 
Frowning, Aranos reached out mentally to Phil, sensing the thin, diaphanous weave of mana around the Spellsword.  It wasn’t particularly complex or sophisticated; magically speaking, someone had essentially woven a bunch of spiderwebs, and the man had walked through them.  Finding the start of the pattern was simple enough, and Aranos simply allowed the Spell to drain away rather than attempting to turn it back against its caster.  As simple as the weaving was, he assumed one of two things was true: the caster of this Spell wasn’t a very high level, so attacking them with the Spell backlash wouldn’t help their cause very much; or the caster was a decent level but hadn’t bothered to make anything more complex than this, in which case turning such a simple Spell back on them wouldn’t have much effect at all.
The pulses of magic faded as Aranos unwound the Spell, and it only took him a minute to do the same for the others.  “Can I ask what, exactly, that was?” the Rogue McBane asked curiously.  “It kind of tickled.”
“You’d all tripped a tracking Spell,” Aranos explained.  “They’re all over the forest, here.  You were pulsing a signal out to whoever cast the Spell telling them where you’re at.”
“Won’t we just trip another?” Meridian pointed out.  “Not that I’m complaining about being tickled or anything.”
“My Oathbinder has been dealing with them before we encounter them,” Geltheriel told the others.  “You can tell when he does if you watch his eyes.  By my count, he has removed four as we have traveled.”
“Five,” Aranos corrected absently.  “What I need to do is give everyone a Charm like Silma has, so you can undo them yourself.  I’ll work on that once we’re settled.”
“Whatever you say,” Phil chuckled.  “Should we go take a peek at that tower, now?”
Aranos nodded at the Spellsword with a smile; he could usually rely on Phil to keep him on track.  It was one of the reasons he counted the man a dear friend.  The party set off once more, racing through the forest toward the tower, albeit this time in Stealth.  Aranos was surprised that all of the humans knew the Skill, although only the Archer and Rogue were any good at it.  Still, Singularity didn’t make it easy to pick up new Skills like that; you had to have some idea of what you were doing.  That probably meant that the others had taken the time to learn from the Rogue or Archer, which was smart.
As they drew closer to the tower, Meridian held up a hand, signaling a halt.  “I can feel them from here,” she spoke softly to the others.  “Feels like there’s about twenty creatures in there.  One of them feels different from the others, too.  Nastier, if you know what I mean.”
Aranos nodded at the woman; whatever Skill or Ability she had, her range obviously vastly exceeded his.  He reached out mentally to his Companion, communicating silently with her.  “Okay, Silma’s got eyes on the tower now.  She says there’s one normal-sized entrance with no door blocking it.
“Now, we could probably hold that door,” he continued.  “The problem with that is that it’s possible the creature that feels ‘different’ to Meridian is a caster, which means that they might be able to get a message out and have more undead hit us from behind.  If we’re tied up at the door for a while and get hit from the other side, we might be in trouble.  To be safe, we’ll need to finish this fairly quickly.”
Phil frowned.  “If there are twenty of them, I don’t think we want to fight them out on open ground, though, do we?  That’s still two to one, and we could get swarmed.”
“Fighting them in the tower limits us, however, Spellsword,” Saphielle pointed out.  “We can likely fight two abreast, at best, and our ranged attackers must fire over us to reach their targets.”
“You’re both right,” Aranos nodded with a grin.  “We need them to come out of the tower, but not so far out they can flank us.  Fortunately, I think I know a way we can do that.”
“That is an evil-looking smile,” Longfellow murmured.  “This promises to be fun!”
The tower that they approached had been heavily damaged.  From the shattered pieces on the ground, Aranos guessed that it had probably risen four or five stories when it was whole.  Now, the walls ended abruptly after two, the stones were ash-grey and cracked, and the entire structure was covered with thick, black vines.  Tumbled piles of stone surrounded the tower, all overgrown with scraggly, dark-leafed bushes or more of the climbing vines.  The main portal, just wide enough for two people to enter, was dark and had stones missing at the periphery, making it almost look like a yawning mouth with ragged teeth. 
Aranos was excited and nervous as he gave the signal for the assault to start as he hurriedly activated his Inspection Skill.  This was the first time the two groups would be working together, and there were a lot of ways it could go wrong.  The two groups were different races, but they were also a mix of players and NPCs…and the NPCs had the greater skill and experience in battle.  If the players refused to heed them, this could go badly.  If they were willing to work together, then hopefully taking the tower would be a simple thing.
At Aranos’ signal, Phil and Saphielle rushed toward the tower, their Str and End boosted by Aranos’ Spell and their damage, Attack, and Defense heightened by Meridian’s.  The Shaman had Spells that were simply better at buffing than Aranos’ were; he could give a massive boost to someone’s Stats, but she could give a larger bonus directly to things like Attack and Damage that he couldn’t specifically affect.  Silma charged behind them, hanging back, while Geltheriel and McBane ranged to the sides in Stealth.  At the same time, Aranos summoned void and air mana to his hands in equal measure.  When he was ready, he nodded to Rhys, who fired a single Fire Bolt overhead.  Instantly, the party members dropped and covered their ears just as Aranos unleashed a vacuum Ravaging Blast at the top of the tower.
The seven blasts of vacuum did no damage to the structure, as vacuum wouldn’t do direct damage to creatures or objects.  However, they did suck the air from a huge disc around the top of the building; when that air rushed back in to fill the space, it rocked the crumbling tower with a massive thunderclap.  The entire building shook, and more loose stones fell from the crumbling walls, forcing the cowering tanks to dodge or block the rocks with their shields.  As the echoes of the explosion trailed off, Phil and Saphielle braced themselves, shields out. 
“They’re coming!” Meridian shouted.  Aranos nodded; his Lifesense couldn’t feel the undead directly, but it could feel a wave of what he could only describe as wrongness sweep down the stairs.  Hastily, he raised a Life Wall in front of the doorway, sealing it with a glowing barrier that wouldn’t do much damage to the party members but would do enhanced damage to undead.  The barrier was totally immaterial; it would let the creatures pass easily, but it would burn them as they did. 
The first of the undead swept through the barrier, their pallid, scabrous flesh sizzling and smoking as they raced toward the tanks.  His Inspection Skill gave him nothing relevant, but he wasn’t focused on what it showed him; his mind was busily trying to parse out the data streams, seeing if he could find the one that denoted the undead’s falling LP.
As he gazed at the wave of attackers, he involuntarily shuddered; these things looked like his idea of ghouls.  The creatures resembled hunched, half-decayed elves, with long faces and wide mouths filled with jagged canines.  Their eyes were pale and filmy, and their hands sported long, filthy nails.  They screeched with rage as they spotted the Warriors before them and rushed at the pair in a loping gallop that was surprisingly fast.
The first creature struck Saphielle’s shield with a crash, but the Avenger held firm, shoving the monster back and stabbing with her spear, puncturing its throat.  A second creature smashed into Phil’s shield with equal force, and the big man rocked back a step before pushing with his shield and slashing his blade across the creature’s face.  As he did, though, his shoulder struck Saphielle’s shield, disrupting his aim and almost causing the woman to miss blocking the next creature’s attack.
“Thrust, don’t slash,” Saphielle hissed as she regained her stance and impaled another creature’s skull.  Phil nodded and shifted his stance, turning his side to face the creatures and thrusting his blade into the next one’s throat. 
More of the creatures spilled out of the tower, and as they began to swarm to the sides of the tanks, Saphielle and McBane appeared, each slashing and hacking into the wave of undead flesh.  Neither of the Rogue-types stood their ground as the tanks did; instead, they slipped nimbly among their enemies, dodging and leaping.  McBane’s twin short swords wove a deadly web of steel, while Geltheriel danced through the shadows, her sword and its shadowy clone slicing cleanly through the monsters.
Still, the wave of creatures pressed forward, and the party was inexorably forced back.  Longfellow’s crossbows sang as twin bolts sped into the press of creatures, one punching into an undead eye, the other lodging in a sunken, pale chest.  More bolts flew, but still the creatures inched inexorably forward, until finally the last of them rushed from the tower, scrabbling over its allies in search of living flesh.  Behind that final undead, Aranos felt tendrils of shadowy magic questing for his Life Wall, attempting to disjoin it, and he dropped it; he wanted to see what was coming.  He heard Meridian hiss as a short, coal-black creature with large, bat-like ears and huge, red eyes appeared in the doorway. 
“That’s it,” Meridian confirmed as she dropped another heal on Phil, while Rhys did the same for Saphielle.  “That’s the thing.”
Aranos nodded; even without her warning, there was no mistaking the unholy aura surrounding the diminutive creature.  As he watched, it lifted bony arms with incredibly long fingers and began moving its hands in the passages of a Spell.  That was what Aranos had been waiting for; he quickly called up his light mana and fired a Light Barrage at the spellcaster.  A wavering barrier appeared in the air, but the sparkling orbs of light streaked through it, deflecting only slightly as they passed.  The creature shrieked as blasts of light exploded around it, crisping and scorching its skin.  A shadowy pall of darkness surrounded it, though, and the remaining bursts washed harmlessly against that barrier.
Aranos hadn’t really expected the Light Barrage to do much, but it forced the creature to remain defensive, rather than healing its minions or debuffing his allies.  He ended his first attack and instead called up twin arrows, one ice and one lava, hurling them at the caster’s barrier.  He cloned the two arrows into ten as they flew, and the half-score bursts of all four elemental types churned and flexed the shield of darkness.  The conflicting mana types tore destructively at the shield’s weave, finally shattering it into shards of skittering blackness.  A pair of Composite Bullets that followed the arrows struck a hastily raised shield of mana, cracking it easily and streaking through to punch into the undead caster’s chest before exploding.
Aranos wasn’t watching the main battle, but his Battlesense told him all he needed to know.  His party’s line had stopped retreating and now began moving forward; they’d had to back up to let the caster out where Aranos could deal with it, so that it couldn’t hide in the tower and heal its minions.  Now that it had emerged, though, the party regained the initiative and slowly began pressing the undead back toward the tower.  Phil and Saphielle held their ground, allowing the main rush of creatures to crash fruitlessly against them.  McBane held Saphielle’s flank, carving a path toward the tower, while Geltheriel danced on Phil’s side, her blade felling undead foes with ease.  Longfellow targeted the creatures engaged with Phil and Saphielle, adding his damage to theirs and keeping the pair from being swarmed, while Rhys and Meridian made sure everyone stayed healthy and on their feet.
Aranos gathered lightning mana, charging it with ten SP of soul mana and casting his Ball Lightning Spell.  The first bolt struck another wavering shield of mana in front of the caster, but the soul mana empowering it shattered the shield and carried it through to the caster.  The monster twitched and shook as the electricity raced through it, but to Aranos’ disappointment, it didn’t drop, paralyzed as he’d hoped.  It began moving its fingers once more, and Aranos unleased two more Composite Bullets, forcing it to weave another defensive barrier that shattered beneath the twin explosions of elemental mana.  At the same moment, he called another stroke of lightning on the creature, this time dropping it to the ground.
Now, he sent silently to his Companion, and the silver-furred wolf blurred and appeared directly before the fallen creature.  The undead was already starting to rise, but Silma was faster; her light-enhanced teeth plunged into its throat, ripping it open and shredding its windpipe.  The monster staggered to its feet, grasping its throat and beginning to wiggle its fingers, but Silma tilted her head back and unleashed her Purifying Howl.  A wave of silver light swept from her, passing through the surrounding creatures, doing 240 LP damage to each of them.  Some of the creatures dropped to the earth, still and unmoving, their battered bodies unable to withstand the blast of holy light, while others writhed and twisted as their flesh sizzled and burned. 
The spellcaster gurgled through its ruined throat as Silma’s Howl ate at its Corrupted flesh, and Aranos used the distraction to slam another bolt of lightning into it.  This last bolt proved too much for its body, and it dropped to the ground, unmoving, its flesh smoking. 
Silma turned and tore into the creatures from behind, while the rest of the party continued to push forward.  Aranos called his final two bolts from his Ball Lightning Spell, targeting creatures that looked less battered than the others, shattering their bodies and sending them to their final deaths.  His party was too close to the monsters for any of his AOE Spells, so he focused on firing his Composite Bullets, supporting Longfellow’s ranged attacks.
At last, the final creature fell beneath McBane’s swords, and silence descended over the clearing.  Aranos glanced around at the shattered mounds of undead flesh that surrounded them, reaching out with his Lifesense Skill to see if he could gain any Soul Points, but the remains felt empty and vacant, devoid of the dark energy that had been sustaining them and lacking any sort of living soul.  That is, all of them did…except for one. 
He stepped past the tanks, patting Silma absently as he walked over to the fallen caster.  Streams of metadata radiated from the creature, shifting and changing, but one of the streams was static, as if it had been locked in place.  “This thing’s not dead,” he muttered as he reached out with his Lifesense Skill.   “I think it’s stuck at a single LP.”
“That is a vangolor, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel spoke up.  “They can be killed only by decapitation or destruction of their bodies.  Fire should be sufficient.”
“Yeah,” Aranos said absently, his Lifesense still lingering on the creature; something was tickling his mind, and he had a feeling it was important.  “I think there might be another way, though.”
He knelt beside the immobile creature, activating his Soulmending Skill.  As it had been with the Evolved kerruk, his Skill was violently rebuffed, but this time, Aranos had a better guess as to what was happening.  This thing’s being animated with Enhanced mana, he realized.  I should be able to drain that away, at least theoretically. 
He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, reaching out not with his Soulmending Skill this time but with his Mana Vampire Perk.  His questing tendril of mana slid across the vangolor, sensing a twisted knot of dark energy wrapped deep within the creature.  The power felt vile and repellent in his mind; whatever this was, it was definitely Corrupted, and even the idea of taking it into himself made him nauseated.  Not that it mattered; the knot was far too dense and complex for him to untangle, at least not without hours of work, but that wasn’t the only way to undo an impossible knot.  At least, not if you take a page from Alexander the Great, he thought with an inward smile.
Rather than attempting to drain mana from the creature, Aranos channeled a trickle of soul mana into the creature.  He focused the mana, condensing it into a slim blade of blazing light.  Hesitantly, he reached out with the blade, touched the tangle of mana gently…and sliced.  The foul energy resisted for a moment, but he pressed with his will, and suddenly, the blade of light slipped through the tangled knot, severing it cleanly.
The cut ends of the tangle of mana whipped about, fraying and decaying.  As his mind watched in mingled awe and horror, the twisted mana split into two threads that had been tightly woven together; one of soul mana, and one of death energy.  Aranos grasped the frayed edges and pulled, tearing the strands of mana apart and reducing them to their component parts.  It’s some kind of weird Composite mana, he realized.  Soul and death magic woven together to trap a soul within and animate the body. 
As the last of the mana dissipated, Aranos reached back out with his Soulmending Skill; the soul he encountered was torn, ravaged, and shredded horrifically.  Its agony swept through him; the magic that had bound it had ripped at the soul and forcibly attached it to its body, damaging it almost beyond repair.  Aranos sent thoughts of healing and comfort, but it was like whistling in a windstorm; his thoughts were drowned out by the soul’s shrieks of agony.
Aranos tried again, this time reaching out his mana tendril as he held the soul with his Skill.  He once again tapped his precious well of soul mana and fed it into the soul, trying to empower his Skill somehow.  As the energy flowed into the soul, it spread out, filling in the tears in the soul and layering across the gaps.  The mana flowed into the soul, easing its pain, quieting its silent cries until Aranos’ feelings of warmth and calm could reach it, easing its passage.  Energy rushed back into him, and with a sigh he released the soul and opened his eyes.
The first thing he noticed is that all four of the humans were staring at him, while the elves and Silma were watching the perimeter and standing guard.  He rose to his feet a bit awkwardly and smiled at the players.  “Sorry, I have a Skill that lets me ease a soul’s passage into the afterlife in return for some bonuses to my Spells and Mental Stats.  I was figuring out how to use it on an undead.”
“You laid the vangolor’s soul to rest, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel spoke, her voice sounding only slightly surprised.  “That was well done; can you do the same for other undead?”
“Probably,” he nodded, noticing his blinking notifications.  “I’ll look into it and let you know how it works.  For now, let’s check the tower and make sure it’s clear.”
“I’m not sensing anything,” Meridian spoke up.  “I felt it when you killed that van-thingy, though.  You’ll have to teach me how to do that.”
“When I get it to Expert, I’ll make sure to,” he grinned at the woman.  “For now, though, let’s check anyway.  That caster before could hide from your senses; I don’t want to be surprised by anything, do you?”  Aranos was fairly certain the tower was empty; not only was his Lifesense not picking up the strange wrongness associated with undead, his Battlesense told him there were no enemies nearby.  Still, that Skill wasn’t at such a high level that he could trust it implicitly; he knew that a high Stealth Skill or powerful Spell would block his Battlesense easily.
The tower was a rank, filthy ruin.  The bottom floor was filled with bones and rotting flesh, no doubt animals that the undead had caught and devoured, and a thick cloud of black flies swarmed up as they entered, buzzing harmlessly but annoyingly around the party.  The stench of rotten meat was overpowering, and Aranos had to hold a rag over his nose to be able to breathe at all.  The upper floor was even worse; the animal corpses here had been, flayed, eviscerated, and strung up along the stone walls as if they were macabre decorations.  The party quickly retreated down the stairs and fled into the relatively mild stench of the torn and shattered undead bodies. 
“I really hope that no one’s suggesting we sleep in there,” Longfellow spoke up as they all caught their breaths.  “I’m not saying it’s a bad place, or anything, but it could use a few, little touches.  Like maybe a massive fire burning it down.”
“I hate to agree with Shortfellow,” Meridian added, “But we aren’t going to be able to rest there.  I could barely keep my lunch down just going inside.”
“If I am choosing between sleeping in the open, where I will certainly be overrun by undead during the night, or resting in that charnel house, I will choose the tower, and it would be absurd not to,” Saphielle shook her head.  “Yet, the short one is correct: fire would be a simple method for cleansing that place, and one that the Redeemer could certainly perform.”
“Short one?” Longfellow protested.  “First of all, there is nothing – and I do mean nothing – short about me.  And second, I could literally use your head as an armrest, blue-hair.”
“And I am certain that I could hurl you bodily onto the top of the tower,” the woman replied calmly.  “I assure you, I will refrain so long as you do.”
“Well, I mean, I wasn’t going to do it,” Longfellow muttered.  “Just saying I could, is all.”
“Fire would probably work, but then what?” Phil asked.  “Aranos, did you get anything about making this a safe zone?”
Aranos quickly scanned his notifications and shook his head.  “Probably because it’s not habitable right now, or maybe because it’s so Corrupted…”  As he spoke, his eyes narrowed, and he glanced at Geltheriel.
“That might work, Oathbinder,” the woman nodded.  “As well, it might draw the attention of greater foes; and yet, even those would be unlikely to attack us on ground reclaimed by the Redeemer.”
“Yeah, that’s probably our best bet,” he agreed, turning to the humans.  “Okay, I’m about to cast a Spell that’s really complicated and really powerful.  If all goes well, then when I’m done, this place should be a lot nicer and a lot safer.  Please don’t bother me while I’m doing it, or things could go very badly for everybody.”
“As well, he may be Exhausted when it is completed,” Saphielle added.  “If that is the case, you will not bother him with inane questions that can easily wait until he has rested.”
“Fair enough,” Phil chuckled, noticing Aranos’ discomfort.  “You do what you have to do; we’ll all keep watch just in case.”
Aranos turned and looked at the tower, trying to call up a feeling of sorrow.  The tower was shattered, a mockery of what it had once been, and he let his imagination spin up images of how the land might have looked then.  He pictured a smooth, dirt road passing before the tower, with wagons and elves walking along it.  No, not just elves; Antas had been a hub for many races, so surely humans and dwarves would have passed this way, too.  Families with young children, strolling hand-in-hand, laughing and playing as they traveled.
No longer, of course.  The Feast had destroyed those simple moments for the people of Ka; now, they lived in fear and terror, afraid of the night and terrified to go far from their fortified cities.  This tower had become useless, but once it had been vital.  Once, it had mattered.  It needed to matter again; Aranos needed it to be restored.  He didn’t just need it, he demanded it.
To his surprise, light and power ignited within him, rising up from his core and spreading out into the air.  Warm, golden energy washed down him and plunged into the ground, spreading out to fill the clearing.  Aranos barely noticed; his focus was on the tower. He reached out to it mentally, envisioning it whole, focusing his whole being on seeing it standing proudly once more. 
Energy burst from him in solid-seeming wave of deep brown.  The power wrapped around the tower, crawling up it, filling cracks in the stone and pooling in gaps in the masonry.  The energy reached the top of the tower and continued, filling in the lost patterns, layering earth and stone as the wave of energy swelled higher and higher.
The corpses around him erupted in bursts of brilliant, white flame; he could sense the torn bodies within the tower being consumed by the same holy fire.  The darkness and shadow filling the land and the air shuddered as his power drove it back, pushing it away from the tower, denying it this one island in a sea of darkness.  As the power roared through him, burning away Corruption, he once again heard the distant voice screaming obscenities and horrific threats; once more, he ignored them utterly.  He wasn’t afraid of the Darkness or its imprecations; this was the first step of a campaign that would free another city, and the Darkness knew that…and secretly, it feared.
As the power finally ebbed and faded, leaving his body ravaged and his mana spirals nearly empty, Aranos felt a wave of exhaustion sweep over him, as strong as it had ever been, and he collapsed to the ground, fighting to stay awake.  As he struggled to rise, Geltheriel appeared in his vision. 
“Rest now, Oathbinder,” she said softly.  “We will guard you.  Dream, and speak to those who you must.”
Aranos tried to protest, but the idea of sleep was too hard to resist, and he closed his eyes and sank into slumber.




Chapter 10

Lily floated in the dreamscape, processing what she’d just learned from that senile, old Wizard whose dreams she’d haunted.  Well, she supposed ‘learned’ wasn’t the best word; ‘stolen through torture’ was probably more appropriate.  It didn’t matter; either way, it had the same result.  She’d learned some new Spells to empower her summons, and when the Wizard woke up, he’d think it was all a horrible nightmare.  That was the best part about Dream Haunting; her victims couldn’t really die, no matter what she did to them, and the next morning, they’d attribute her presence to just being a bad dream.  A really fucking bad dream, to be sure, but still just a dream. 
Part of her felt that was a waste.  After all, she worked damn hard to find the best methods to torture these assholes, and they just wrote her off as being something bad they ate the night before or something.  The more vicious part of her, though, couldn’t be happier: she could Dream Haunt the same person as often as she wanted, and so long as she didn’t stay too long in their dreams, they’d just think they were having a string of recurring nightmares.  It was too bad this world didn’t have any fucking shrinks for them to see; then again, Lily had her fill of shrinks back in her other life, so she was fine without their dumb asses here, telling her how she hated her mom and shit.  Yeah, of course she hated her mom; the bitch went and died and left her alone with that prick stepfather.  Didn’t need some fancy-ass college diploma to guess that.
As she thought about her stepfather, Lily tensed herself for a wave of rage, but to her surprise, it didn’t come.  She considered that for a minute and realized that, somehow, she was actually kinda happy right now.  Her plan was working perfectly, thanks to her Dream Haunting she’d actually learned all the stupid shit about magic the elves were supposed to teach her but never did, the assholes, and she was pretty sure she knew how to complete her transformation.  It would take some doing, and it would probably cost her all her summons, but that was fine.  The ones that really mattered, she could summon again; the ones she’d be losing weren’t really worth worrying about. 
It was the final part of her plan that bothered her.  It went against her nature, but that fucking god Morx told her in no uncertain terms that if she didn’t do it, she’d never take that last step and turn into the super-badass bitch who would rip this world apart.
And then, maybe then, she could finally get some goddamn peace.
[image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated]
Aranos sped through the Realm of Dreams, his shield of visions held firmly by the tendrils of power he was trickling into them.  His dream travels had been successful and fruitful, and he was heading back to his body to get some real sleep. 
Lorsan had been surprised to find himself in the dreamscape, but he’d hid that surprise well; Aranos’ Sense Intent Skill barely detected it.  “My Lord, I am honored by this visit.  What can I do for you?”
“Just checking to see how things are going, Lorsan.  How are the new staff working out?  Have we made any progress on the new Path?”
“I have spoken to several Houses that are friendly to House Evenshade, and they have agreed to work with you in this regard,” Lorsan nodded.  “To be honest, I was surprised by how quickly they agreed; Houses Olothyra and Meluiben have offered us simple gathering Quests, while House Waeslar requested information about the world the Travelers call home.  I have assigned each of these Quests, and the Travelers are currently undertaking them, when they are not otherwise occupied with the Quests you and your associates offered them.”
Aranos nodded; House Olothrya was Dirue’s house, and they probably felt they owed him for freeing her from enslavement.  House Meluiben was no doubt acting at Durlan’s request, and Ilmadia of Waeslar had already told him she wanted to be friends. 
“We have also had a half-score of requests to join the House,” Lorsan continued.  “You should be able to see these in your notifications, my Lord.”  Aranos frowned and pulled up his House screen; right there, under ‘Members’, there was a flashing notification telling him he had petitioners who wanted to join the House.
“Who are these people?” he asked curiously.
“Mostly younger members of more established Houses,” Lorsan shrugged.  “Two are of the laborers Master Durlan helped you employ, as well.”
Aranos glanced over the names; they didn’t mean anything to him.  “Do you have any thoughts or concerns?” he asked the majordomo hopefully.
Lorsan frowned in thought.  “I would be cautious about accepting the two that you have employed; that may make it seem as if you are attempting to steal members from other Houses and make it more difficult to hire additional staff if you need so later.”
“What if we told them they could only join with permission from one of their Elders?” Aranos suggested slowly.  “That way, no one could accuse us of stealing them, and their House knows that we’re respecting their membership.”
“That is a wise choice, my Lord.”  The elf frowned briefly.  “There is one other that I should mention.  Meriel of House Luzeiros; have you heard of this House?”
When Aranos shook his head, the majordomo continued.  “They were once close allies with House Exxidor.   While they broke ties once Keryth’s betrayal was made known – their children were among those subjected to the enslaving amulets, as they specialize in training with longswords – certainly, Exxidor’s fall harmed them and their ambitions.”
“So, are you worried that she’s a spy of some kind?” Aranos asked.  “Or that she might betray the House?”
“Yes, to both, my Lord.”
“Then we won’t accept her,” Aranos shrugged.  The elf opened his mouth to speak, but Aranos shook his head firmly.  “We can’t afford to be careless, Lorsan, even if it means angering another House.  At the same time, we can’t afford to simply ignore a House that’s bigger and older than ours.”  Aranos frowned, thinking furiously.  “Tell Meriel that while we appreciate her offer, we want to cement relations with Luzeiros before we accept any petitions from that House.  Let her know that once I’ve returned, I’ll be happy to speak with someone from Luzeiros and see if we can’t build closer ties.  That way, I can get a feel for whether or not they’re bargaining in good faith.”
“As you wish, my Lord,” Lorsan bowed.  “Beyond that, there is little to report.  I have arranged for the sale of the items you created through the auspices of House Gilris.  The Scion Faraine expressed her gratitude that you had produced only Fine and Excellent quality items so as not to challenge her House with Masterwork pieces and agreed to sell them through their channels for only 10% of the proceeds.  Since we will likely get close to double the price for the items by relying on House Gilris’ sources and reputation, I felt this an acceptable compromise.”
“Great call,” Aranos nodded.  “Keep holding things down, and hopefully I’ll be back within the week.”
His next visit had been a bit more interesting to Aranos.  Mathias the Lancer seemed taken utterly aback by the whirling dreamscape around him when he appeared, and his face reflected his shock.  “This is freaking awesome!” the Warrior breathed as he turned around, staring at the chaotic images that shielded them both from the senses of whatever predators waited in the dream world.  “Wait…am I dreaming?”
“Sort of,” Aranos shrugged.  “Were you asleep?” 
“Yeah,” Mathias nodded.  “Getting ready for tonight’s hunt.”  He turned back to Aranos.  “Hey, I don’t know if I’ve really ever thanked you for helping us all out.  I mean, I know Mathias the Lancer has, but seriously.  Thanks.  We’ve had more fun in the last few days than we’d had the entire week before.”
“Glad I could help,” Aranos grinned.  “You’d have gotten there, you know. I just got a lucky head-start.  So, how’s the Quest going?”
“Oh, great!” the Lancer replied eagerly.  “Best we’ve figured so far is that something’s been either training the Blighted creatures or commanding them with something like a Leadership Skill.  The things have developed tactics, so we’ve had to figure out ways to overcome that.  We’ve been practicing multi-party tactics with the Guards, and now we go out in larger groups at night.  With the XP bonuses from the bounty Quests and the combat XP, we’ve been jumping in levels.  It’s awesome!”
“No clue what it is, yet?”
“With the bestiaries in the House of Stars’ Library, we’ve been able to narrow it down to a handful of possibilities.”  Aranos opened his mouth to speak, but Mathias shook his head.  “Nope, don’t want any help from the peanut gallery, if that’s okay.  We’ve figured out that the Quest rewards us more for working things out on our own than if we ask for help.  You do your thing; we’ve got this.”
Aranos reluctantly nodded; he had an idea how the players could lure whatever creature was controlling the monsters out of hiding, but the man was right.  These people were all competent players; they would work out their own solutions.  Still, having such an interesting-sounding questline happening out from under his control ate at Aranos.  One reason he’d never been given a position as a Department Head was that he tended to micromanage; he had to fight that urge, here.
In fact, he realized, he had to fight it, period.  Lorsan was making solid decisions for their House – they were getting new members and all of their numbers were slowly rising – and the man didn’t need Aranos poking his nose into day-to-day issues.  His new, combined party had fought well together, and the players seemed to be perfectly comfortable battling side-by-side with NPCs.  He needed to focus on the things that only he could do.
With that thought, he turned and sped back to his body; there were two things that were totally unique to him, and he needed to work on them.  He had undead-frying Spells to craft and items to Enchant.
He woke to find himself resting on a stone floor, a blanket tucked under his head as a pillow.  As he rose to a sitting position, his body feeling bruised and sore – likely from the hard stone he was resting on – he felt someone stir beside him and turned to see Silma raise her head from where she had curled it up to rest.
Welcome back, pack leader, she sent silently to him, her muzzle hanging open in what he knew was her version of a grin.  Did you rest well?
Yeah, it was great.  I got to talk to a few people.  How are things going with the others?
Once you fell asleep, Saphielle brought you up into the new den you built for us and made sure you were comfortable.  I volunteered to stay with you, since the others all wanted to talk, and the only one who can hear me is Rhys.
Aranos smiled; apparently, Rhys was constantly trying to communicate with Silma, but she feigned ignorance with him and only replied in one-word answers.  According to the fenrin, while Rhys wasn’t particularly chatty with the other elves, he kept up a constant, running dialogue with Silma, one that she stubbornly ignored.
Are they getting along okay?
You can see for yourself, pack leader.  There are windows in this den, after all.
Aranos snorted and rose to his feet, glancing out the window at the ground far below.  His Spell had apparently restored the tower to its former height, since he seemed to be about fifty feet or so above the ground.  With his newly enhanced Perception, though, the clearing below was sharp and distinct. 
The effects of his Spell were immediately clear.  The area surrounding the tower was lush and green, with calf-high stalks of grass, wide-leafed bushes with bright, yellow flowers, and small saplings with pale silver leaves.  The edge of his Spell was equally clear; at the edge of the clearing, the forest shifted abruptly.  The trees took on their black, Corrupted look, the grass became coarse and stiff, and the bushes and flowers were replaced with thorny vines.  Anyone passing this way would have no trouble seeing that the tower had been reclaimed and the land Redeemed.
His focus was on the figures moving below, though.   It seemed the humans and elves had taken it upon themselves to train together, which both gratified him and made him nervous.  He remembered how poorly the Travelers in Eredain had taken to training with the NPCs, and he didn’t need any discord like that in his party.  To his relief, though, it seemed like things here were progressing much more smoothly. 
He saw Phil and Saphielle standing side-by-side in a shield formation, the elf instructing the human, who seemed to be following patiently along.  Geltheriel was moving between Longfellow and McBane, giving the first pointers in Archery and working on blade forms with the second.  Rhys and Meridian sat off to the side, each in a partial lotus position, their eyes closed as they undoubtedly practiced cycling their mana and meditating.  All-in-all, it looked like the humans had taken well to the elves’ instruction; that relieved him greatly, since friction between the two parties was one of his greatest concerns.
Fortunately, that concern seemed unnecessary, and after watching for a few moments, Aranos turned away in satisfaction.  They seem to be getting along, he thought to Silma.
I think it’s safe to say the humans were suitably impressed by our prowess, she answered with a mental shrug.  Having seen our pack in combat, they’re well disposed toward instruction.  I think one of the humans also made mention of how much they’d grown using the tips you’d already given their leader, and how you’d learned those from the elves.
That would have been Phil, using his superior people skills to herd everyone in the same direction.  It was a talent Aranos didn’t have and was, frankly, a bit jealous of, but there wasn’t much point in worrying about things out of his control.
I’m going to work on Spells and do some Enchanting, he told his Companion.  You can rest, if you want.
I’ll go scout the area.  I can do it safely, and if there are more places like this, I imagine you’ll want to take them.  I’ll let you know if anything’s coming, now that I know I can wake you from your meditations.  The fenrin turned and padded silently down the stairs, and Aranos sat down on the folded blanket Saphielle had apparently given him for a pillow and withdrew a handful of jewelry.
The first thing he needed to do was check his notifications, which were blinking almost insistently at him:
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You have slain jangshie x 87!  287 XP gained (Base 2294 divided among party members, split between two parties)
You have slain unknown undead x21!  124 XP gained (Base 991 divided among party members)
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Skill Boost: Inspection (T) has gained a Level!
New Rank: Student 3
Student Level Ability: Inspection functions against Uncommon creatures.  You can roughly estimate how badly a creature is wounded:
Label              Current LP
Unwounded   90% - 100%
Slightly Wounded
75% - 90%
Wounded     50% - 75%
Badly Wounded   25% - 50%
Gravely Wounded  1% - 25%

Special: Typically, a Student in Inspection can judge a creature’s level compared to their own; however, a special action on your part has altered the standard development of this Skill.
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New Ability Gained!
Ability: Final Rest (Evolved, Redeemed)
You can use your Soulmending Skill on undead creatures.
Description: You can use your Soulmending Skill to instantly kill undead creatures.  This requires the use of soul mana and is damaging to your body.  It also requires an Opposed Check to be successful, as detailed below.  If this check succeeds, the affected undead dies instantly, and you receive a bonus to Soul Points received for using the Skill, as described under the Opposed Check. 
Opposed Check: To use this Ability successfully, you must make an Opposed Check.  Your base value for this check is your [(Wis-10) + (Cha-10) + Soulmending Skill level].  You gain a +5 bonus to this check for every SP of soul mana added, with a minimum of one SP required.  The target’s base value is their [(Int-10) + (Cha-10) + (Class Level x 10)].  They receive adjustments to this value as listed below:
Target IsAdjustmentSoul Point Adjustment
Helpless                            -50            +25%
Stunned            -30            +10%
Engaged in combat      +50            -10%
In melee with caster        +100           -20%
Less than 1% LP        -30           +25%
1 – 10% LP            -20            +20%
11 – 25% LP           -10            +10%
25 – 50% LP         none              none
51 – 60% LP          +20             -10%
61 – 70% LP          +40             -20%
71 – 80% LP          +60             -30%
81 – 90% LP          +100            -40%
91 – 95% LP          +150            -50%
96 – 100% LP         +250            -60%
Unseen            +30             -10%
> 10’ distant       +10 per 10’ of distance          none

If this check fails, it cannot be attempted again for one minute or unless the modifiers to the Check change somehow.  For example, a caster is attempting this on an undead at 75% LP, engaged in combat, 20’ distant, the undead receives a +130 bonus to the check, and the caster fails.  They must wait one minute to try again.  If the undead drops to 68% LP, the check’s bonus drops to +110, though, and the caster can immediately make another attempt.
Quest Updated: Race to Get Ahead!
For creating an Evolved Ability, you receive: +250 XP
Completing this Quest has removed 1 Corruption Point.
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Skill Gained: Lore (Undead, Untrained)
Rank: Novice 3
You are knowledgeable about the undead.
Effect: You gain a bonus of 1% per Skill level to damage versus undead creatures.  Any undead you create gain a bonus of 1% per Skill level to their Stats.
+1 Int
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Evolved Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Necrotic
Necrotic mana is an Evolved mana type comprised of soul, life, and void mana.  It is the mana of the undead, and as such it is dangerous for the living to use.
Requirements: Wis 75+, Lore (Undead), Soul and Death mana aspects unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+.
Using Necrotic Mana: Necrotic mana can be used to animate dead bodies or to bind souls to this world in undeath.  Because of this, it is highly damaging to living spellcasters: a Spell containing necrotic mana drains 1 point of Wis per 25 SP of necrotic mana used.  This damage is reduced to one point per 50 SP if the caster has Expert-ranked Mana Control and eliminated entirely if the caster’s Mana Control is Master-ranked or higher.  This damage is cumulative: casting two Spells with 15 SP necrotic mana each will cause damage the same as casting a single Spell of 30 SP.  Rest and meditation heal Wisdom damage at a rate of 1 point per hour; a full rest will also clear any accumulated damage from Spells cast before the rest.
Necrotic Mana Damage: Necrotic mana is deadly to living things, as it attacks the connection between their physical bodies and their souls.  This means that, rather than taking LP damage, a living being affected by necrotic mana takes End or Wis damage instead: a spellcaster takes Wis damage, a non-caster takes End damage, and a hybrid type takes damage from whichever Stat is naturally higher (not counting existing necrotic damage).  This damage will not heal normally and can only be restored by magical means.  Necrotic mana heals both physical and Stat damage to undead.
Necrotic Mana and Corruption: Using necrotic mana to bind souls into undeath is an inherently Corrupt act.  Creating any form of undead with necrotic mana gives the caster 2 Corruption Points per Class level of the undead created. 
+500 XP
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Evolved Aspects
Evolved aspects combine Enhanced mana with one or more Primary or Composite mana types.  They are often more powerful than either Enhanced or Primary mana alone but are more difficult to master.
Requirements: Evolved aspects usually require the caster to have at least 75 in the Enhanced aspect’s associated Stat.  Wizards generally need Spell Mastery of the specific Primary aspects involved, as well, while Sorcerers must usually have Mana Manipulation in the Expert ranks to meld these mana types together.
Resistances: Resistance or immunity to an Evolved aspect’s Primary mana types does not grant resistance to the Evolved aspect.  Resistance to the associated Enhanced aspect is only half as effective against the Evolved aspect, meaning immunity to the Enhanced aspect only grants 50% resistance to the Evolved form.  Immunity or Resistance to the Enhanced and Primary aspects associated with the Evolved aspect functions normally but at the lowest level of resistance.  For example, if a creature is immune to soul mana and 50% resistant to death mana, it is 50% resistant to necrotic mana. 
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You have slain vangolor!  355 XP gained.
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Spell Evolution!
Compassionate Renewal has become Needful Reclamation!
Rank: Novice 4
Reclaim any place of importance to the Light
Effect: You can remove Corruption, Blight, and Darkness from an area up to [(Wis + Cha) + Spell Level] ft in radius.  Nonliving objects cannot resist this Spell; creatures who are unwilling can resist by making an opposed check as detailed below.  This Spell cannot Redeem a sapient creature; these are automatically treated as having succeeded at their opposed check, below.  Willing creatures or creatures who fail their opposed check are fully Redeemed, brought to 100% Redemption and returned to the Light.  Renewed ground is fertile and begins growing plants appropriate to the area immediately.  Any normal, non-Enchanted structures within the area are fully repaired by the Spell using Common or Abundant materials.  Renewed ground is anathema to creatures of Darkness, and these will avoid it if at all possible. 
Cost: 90% of current LP, 90% of current SP, Caster is Exhausted for two hours after casting.
Opposable Spell: An unwilling, non-sapient creature affected by this Spell can resist it by making an opposed check: the caster’s [(Int + Cha) + Spell Level + 20] versus the creature’s [Wis Stat + Class Level].  Succeeding the opposed check means the creature takes [Int Stat x 20] points of light mana damage and gains [Int Stat + Spell Level] Redemption Points instead of being Redeemed.  Any sapient creature, willing or unwilling, is considered to always pass this check and suffers neither damage nor Redemption points.
Special: This Spell may only be cast in an area of Corrupted Land.  The caster must feel overwhelming need for the area or creatures to be affected to be returned to the Light.  This Spell may be cast in combat or against creatures the caster considers enemies, but only if the caster’s need is exceptional.
To everything, there is a season…
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You have Redeemed the location: Antas, Southwest Watchtower
This location is now a designated safe zone and will remain so until it is no longer Redeemed.  You may set this location as your spawn point.
Do you wish to make this location your spawn point (Yes/No)?
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Aranos almost negligently made the tower his spawn point, assuming that the other players had done the same.  Silma was right; if they could find and Redeem more places like this, it would make the assault on Antas much simpler.  Before, his spawn point had been almost a day’s travel away at the East Cendarta Waystation, while he guessed the other players probably spawned a similar distance down the High Road toward the human city of Stoneleague.  Coordinating an assault when they’d be respawning so far away would have been problematic.
The Spell Evolution would help a lot with that, of course.  He could technically cast it in combat now, although he wasn’t sure what would qualify as an ‘exceptional’ need, but more importantly, he could cast it because he needed to.  Having to feel sorrow and compassion was a big limiting factor.  It was a lot easier to need something done than to be sad that it wasn’t.
He examined his new Ability closely, quickly seeing that the AIs had balanced it to be more of a finishing move and less of a combat Ability.  If he tried to use it on an undamaged, level 5 undead 30’ away in the midst of combat, he’d have to make an Opposed Check against a bonus of +380.  With his current Stats and Soulmending Skill – which had jumped to Student 4, no doubt thanks to his creative use of it – he’d have to spend something like 35 SP of soul mana just to have a chance of success, closer to 40 taking the creature’s Stats into account.  That felt like a waste of mana to him when he could probably take the same creature out with a Composite Bullet or two, especially if he channeled them.
But, if he had the chance to incapacitate a powerful undead and use this Ability on them, then it would be worth it.  He’d gotten a 50% bonus to his Soul Points for that vangolor, since it was helpless and under 1% of its LP.  That was the sort of boost he needed if he wanted to be able to handle whatever was in Antas.  And for that to be possible, he needed to work on some Spells.
He closed his eyes and descended into his mindscape, looking around at the space with a wry smile.  It had come a long way since he’d first imagined a 10’ radius, dome-shaped dojo.  The training dummy that he’d once used constantly to relax his mind had been ignored for some time; he always had something else to do, and spending time on his Staff Mastery felt like a waste when there were so many other things that took precedence.
For example, his mana spirals.  They swirled and rotated in nearly pristine condition, although as his mind slipped over them searchingly, he found a few spots where his channels had started to thin or become ragged.  That was normal, he’d come to realize; the AIs were apparently believers in entropy and made his hourglasses suffer normal wear and tear whenever he used his mana.  So long as he didn’t let it get ahead of him, it was a trivial matter and only took a minute or two to fix.
As he examined his spirals more closely, he saw that the misty, ephemeral soul mana was finally distinct from the other types to his mental perception.  That meant that he needed to organize it, and fortunately, he already had an orientation picked out for the hourglasses he needed.  The difficulty was getting the soul mana to separate out and follow the path he wanted it to.  Just like the energy of his Soul Points, the mana wouldn’t move as a coherent mass.  Instead, he had to laboriously shift individual strands, placing them carefully and orienting them so that they flowed in parallel with one another and didn’t approach too closely.  That took a long time for his first hourglass, but once he developed a workable pattern the other twelve went much faster. 
The next step was getting the separate hourglasses to connect, which wasn’t as simple as he’d thought it would be.  A strand from one hourglass would deflect if it approached another at the wrong angle, which meant that he had to match the rotations of each hourglass perfectly and connect them as if they were incredibly fine-toothed gears.  That took another hour, but at the end, he had thirteen new hourglasses, each of them spinning slowly and precisely, with soul mana flowing smoothly between them.
He sighed as he finally withdrew from his spirals; that had been a major effort, but it was a necessary one.  If he wanted to craft Spells with soul mana, he first needed that mana to be separated in his hourglasses.  Otherwise, using it would cost far more SP and would ultimately disrupt the rest of his flows.  Now, though, he was ready to create some Spells, and he closed his eyes and started to picture what he wanted.
The first thing he considered was a Spell that was specifically designed to damage undead.  The description of necrotic mana said that it was basically death and soul mana twined together; that must have been the repellent, black mana he’d sensed binding the vangolor’s soul.  He could clearly remember how those mana types had been wound together, and how the life and void mana had encased the soul mana, drawing power from it and allowing the combined thread to affect the vangolor’s body and soul simultaneously.  He knew that, if he wanted to, he could weave a similar thread and use it to craft his own undead, but the very idea of it sickened him.  In some games, necromancy wasn’t good or bad, it was simply animating soulless corpses.  In Singularity, it was apparently fairly evil, and he wanted no part of it. 
However, he thought he could use that pattern just as effectively to weaken or even shatter the bindings that held the souls of the undead in this world.  All he had to do was remove the void mana from the pattern and leave the life and soul mana present; theoretically, when this mix contacted necrotic mana, the life and death aspects should cancel, freeing the soul mana and thus the soul beneath it. 
At least, that was Aranos’ theory.  In practice, it didn’t quite work that way.  It turned out, the pattern was dependent on all three mana types; removing one made the construct unstable and caused the remaining life and soul mana to unravel.  Fortunately, though, it didn’t take massive adjustments to resolve this; Aranos simply needed to replace the void mana with another strand of life mana, which stabilized the pattern and allowed it to flow coherently.
Unfortunately, when he called up a vision of a wave of his new mana type washing over one of the bent, twisted jangshie, the energy cascaded over the creature almost harmlessly, inflicting only minor life damage to it.  The core of necrotic energy wasn’t affected at all.  He tried adding more power to the attack, but it was clear that whatever he’d created wasn’t going to work as he’d intended.  In fact, since he hadn’t received any notifications, his creation probably wasn’t even an actual mana type.
He let the mental construct go, feeling mildly frustrated.  He put his aggravation aside, though, and let his mind drift, not focusing on the problem but just thinking about necrotic mana in general. 
Necrotic mana didn’t exactly look or feel the way he’d expected necromantic energy to, in all honesty.  He’d had this image that it would be chains of pure darkness, gripping the soul and holding it tightly despite its frantic attempts to escape.  Instead, it was an extremely complex and ordered pattern, more like a tightly woven net than a chain; if he hadn’t seen it when he’d freed the vangolor, it would have taken him weeks of trial-and-error to figure it out.  The structure wasn’t just created from a specific ordering of the individual elements.  They had to be laid in the correct orientation and rotated about the soul mana core in a specific fashion…
As he considered that, he felt a tinge of excitement race through him.  The necrotic energy wasn’t just a collection of life, void, and soul mana; each of those was moving in a very specific way relative to the others.  When he’d replicated the pattern, he’d also replicated those movements.  However, that wasn’t really reversing the energy; to do that, he also needed to reverse those motions.
That took him several long minutes to accomplish.  The movements of the strands of mana were complex and heavily intertwined; he had to reverse each flow in a very specific way to keep the new structure stable and counter the patterns of the necrotic mana.  He persisted, though, until finally, he felt the entire creation seem to click in his mind and a notification began blinking in his vision.
Ignoring it for the moment, he imagined firing a blast of this new mana at one of the jangshie.  The energy soaked into the creature’s undead flesh, barely damaging its body at all, drawn instead to the opposing structure of necrotic energy within.  The two aspects crashed into one another with an almost audible crackle, and to Aranos’ delight, the weave of necrotic energy dissolved beneath the onslaught of his magic, and the undead creature collapsed lifelessly to the ground, bereft of the dark power animating it and binding its soul.
Aranos was tempted to try and turn that image into a Spell, but a moment’s thought convinced him that it was far too wasteful.  He wanted to craft two Spells; one that would affect a single target, and one that would spread over a wide area.  The single-target one was simple enough; he simply imagined a projectile similar to his Composite Bullet but crafted solely of this new mana type.  He called up an image of a vangolor and gave the bullet a sharp twist before releasing it at his imaginary foe.  The bullet sank into the undead’s flesh, and Aranos saw the bindings holding it in this world visibly weaken.  He struck it with a second bullet, and its undead form collapsed, stripped of the dark power that animated it.  He began adding SP to the Spell, stopping when he got to 50% of his max and allowing it to regenerate before continuing.  He did that three times before the vision shimmered into reality in his mind.
The second Spell was harder to craft.  At first, he wanted something like his Ravaging Blast, but that sort of Spell would require far too much SP.  While he had thousands of points of mana in his pool, he could only cast a couple hundred SP of soul mana before it started draining his Wis Stat, which was something he wanted to do as a last resort. 
Instead, he hit upon the idea of using his Illuminating Mists Spell as a base for his new construct.  That Spell created thousands of tiny, barely visible spheres of light energy and floated them overhead in a sort of luminous fog.  It was a Spell he hadn’t had to use, yet – all the elves had Night Vision that was superior to the illumination of his Mists – but as far as he could tell, there was no reason he couldn’t do the same thing with his new mana type rather than light.
Once he hit upon the idea, actually crafting the Spell wasn’t very hard.  It still took more mana that he was happy with, but when he envisioned placing it over a horde of the jangshie, he saw them visibly weaken in the Spell’s dim radiance.  Their skin grew translucent, their movements became awkward and jerky, and their blows were slower and struck with less force.  The longer they stayed within the radius of the Spell, the more their bodies seemed to weaken, until eventually, they collapsed into piles of inert flesh and bone, their corpses undamaged but clearly lifeless.
He renewed his mental image and began pouring SP into it, replaying it in his mind.  Again, he stopped when he got to 50% SP and allowed his mana to regenerate before continuing, repeating the process six times before the Spell shivered into reality.
Excitedly, he pulled up his notifications:
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Evolved Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Restorative
Restorative mana is an Evolved mana type comprised of soul and life mana.  It is the bane of the undead and is rejuvenating to the living.
Requirements: Wis 75+, Lore (Divine), Soul and Life mana aspects unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+.
Redeemer:  Although you do not possess the necessary qualifications to use restorative mana, your Title: Redeemer has high synergy with this aspect.  This aspect is automatically available to you without needing to meet the qualifications.
Using Restorative Mana: Restorative mana is beneficial to living creatures but highly damaging to the undead.  An undead caster using a Spell containing Restorative mana loses 1 point of Wis per 25 SP of restorative mana used.  This damage is reduced to one point per 50 SP if the caster has Expert-ranked Mana Control and eliminated entirely if the caster’s Mana Control is Master-ranked or higher.  This damage is cumulative: casting two Spells with 15 SP restorative mana each will cause damage the same as casting a single Spell of 30 SP.  Meditation will heal Wisdom damage at a rate of 1 point per hour; a full day spent in Unhallowed ground will also restore lost Wisdom and clear any accumulated damage from Spells cast.
Restorative Mana Damage: Restorative mana will not damage living creatures.  It is deadly to the undead, though, as it damages their necrotic cores directly.  This means that, rather than LP damage, restorative mana damages an undead’s Str or Cha Stat, depending on their type: corporeal targets suffer Str damage, while incorporeal ones take Cha damage.  A creature reduced to 0 in either of these Stats is permanently dead and cannot be raised again as undead.  This damage can only be healed by necrotic mana and will not regenerate naturally.  Restorative mana will heal any Stat damage done to living creatures and can boost these Stats above their normal maximum.
Restorative Mana and Redemption: Using restorative mana to destroy undead is an inherent act of Redemption.  Destroying an undead creature with restorative mana grants 2 Redemption Points per Class level of the creature destroyed. 
+500 XP
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Spell Created: Restorative Bolt
Rank: Novice 1
Damage the necrotic core of a single undead creature.
Effect: You target a single creature within sight range.  If this creature is not undead, this Spell has no effect.  If the creature is undead, you do 2 points of Str damage (to corporeal undead) or Cha damage (to non-corporeal undead) (16 points damage).  This damage is increased 10% per Spell level above Novice 1.  An undead brought to 0 in either Stat is permanently slain and cannot be reanimated.
Cost: 45 SP
+150 XP
You can’t kill what’s already dead!  Well, I can, but you can’t…
Sorcerer Ascendant Ability Successful!  Your Spell has Spontaneously Evolved!
Spell Created: Radiance of Life^
Rank: Novice 1
Empower living creatures and weaken undead in a large area.
Effect: You fill an area 100’ in radius with restorative mana.  Any living creature entering this area immediately gains 1 point to their highest Stat and an additional point every 30 seconds (4 points, 1 point per 10 seconds) until they have reached 150% of their normal max or leave the area of the Spell.  Any undead creature loses 1 point to each Physical Stat (for corporeal undead) or Mental Stat (for incorporeal undead) and an additional point per 30 seconds (4 points, 1 point every 10 seconds).  An undead brought to 0 in any Stat is permanently slain and cannot be reanimated.  Stat damage can only be healed magically.  Stat boosts and damage increase +5% per level past Novice 1.
Duration: 5 minutes
Cost: 225 SP
+300 XP
This big old light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine…
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Aranos read the Spell descriptions with satisfaction.  The Restorative Bolt was a decent weapon against even powerful undead, although he could only fire about ten of them before he reached his SP limit for soul mana.   Still, that was 160 points of Stat damage; even if it didn’t kill an undead, it would weaken it significantly.  Radiance of Light, though, was amazing: in the 5 minutes it lasted, it would boost each party member’s highest Stat by up to 31 points or 50% of their max, whichever happened first.  Even better, it would weaken undead by the same amount, meaning even strong undead would be significantly weakened, while low-level ones would probably be destroyed by the Spell.  The downside was, even with his current 60% reduction to spellcasting costs he could only cast it twice per hour before he hit his soul mana limit, which meant he’d have to use it carefully.
He rose from his mindscape and looked around, rising to peer back out the window.  While he’d been working, darkness had started to fall, and although there was still some light out, it looked like most of the party had taken shelter in the tower.  A glow from one of the lower windows showed that someone had lit a fire, and while Aranos wanted to join them, he had one more thing he needed to do before he did. 
He withdrew a pile of random jewelry and gems, sorting through them and considering what he thought would be useful for his new party members, and what would be solid upgrades for his old ones.  He set some of the more damaged or low-quality items aside before picking out a simple, silver ring.  He examined it with his metal mana, shifting and altering the pattern of the metal until he held a band of pure arcane silver.  He then turned his thoughts to what he wanted to do with it.
Aranos figured that, as a tank, Phil probably had decent armor – although at some point, he’d want to have a look at that, too, and maybe see if he could turn it into truesilver or arcane silver – but that as a Spellsword, he also needed Int and Spell power boosts.  He plotted out what he wanted to do and placed a single topaz, as flawless as his High Mastery could make it, in a bevel setting to protect the stone in combat.  He etched his runes into the ring and filled them with metal from one of the flawed pieces, shifting it into auril as he did.  His runes were designed to boost Spell Power at the expense of SP cost.  Starting with the simple activation rune, the place where power would enter the system, he carefully etched a rune that would capture magical energy and added a direction modifier so that only affected outgoing Spells.  That rune connected to an empowering one, one that would boost the energy significantly but would draw more power from the caster in the process, which then linked to a concentrator rune.  This would cause the energy to stay focused within the caster’s spell-form rather than simply washing out as a wave of power. 
Once his runeforms were laid out, he laid an Enchantment, connecting it to the terminal rune and using his Greater Empowerment and new restorative mana to target the wearer’s Int with a boost.  That Enchantment then wrapped back around and re-connected with the initiation point of the runeform, so that mana would cycle endlessly through it.  It was a simple piece, but it did what he wanted; he would lay more complex Enchantments on the players’ armor and weapons.
He repeated the process with a second ring, intended for the Meridian, and an armband he thought Longfellow might like.  He added a necklace for McBane, a simple pin for Saphielle, and a silver band that would wrap around the wearer’s forehead for Rhys.
For Geltheriel, though, he wanted to try something different.  He took out some paper and began sketching the runes he wanted, starting simply.  He began with an initiation point, added a rune for the body, the empowering rune, and a terminating one.  He then took each individual line of the body and empowering ones and replaced them with even smaller runeforms, his first attempt at trying what the ancients had done to craft the arcane doors.
He broke down the body rune into twelve separate segments.  In each of them he used a runeform to describe a different system of the body, then etched a second runescript parallel to it that gave slightly more specific instructions how that system would be empowered.  One runeform described the muscles in the legs, while the parallel one consisted of the rune for life and how that energy would slowly fill the legs.  He repeated the process with the arms, hands, skin, bones, and torso, describing how they’d each get stronger, tougher, or more dexterous. 
The empowering rune broke down into only nine segments, and these described what type of mana would be used, how it would be distributed, and which systems and specific areas would get the most energy.  When it was done, he examined the runes closely, searching for flaws, and corrected several tiny errors that would likely have led to a bad ending for his Enchantment.
Satisfied, he took a deep breath and selected an armband similar to the one he’d made for Longfellow.  It was wide and flat, which would make the painstaking work Aranos was about to do a lot simpler.  After transforming the band into purified arcane silver, he slowly and carefully began etching the runes he’d need, moving as cautiously as he could.  It took him nearly 30 minutes to finish, but he was reasonably certain that he’d gotten the runes correct.
He attached an onyx gem and laid an Enchantment that would allow Geltheriel to do light damage with her weapon upon command and another that would allow her to surround the blade with radiant mana.  Finally, he sealed the runes and trickled a small amount of SP into the onyx gem, just enough that he hoped the runes would activate. 
Aranos hissed and dropped the armband as heat flashed through it, burning his skin and dropping his LP very slightly.  The armband grew red, then orange, and finally white-hot before it softened and melted into a puddle of silvery-blue metal on the floor.  Aranos stared at the irregular splotch of metal for a moment, stunned; he’d obviously failed, but he’d also failed catastrophically somehow.  Sighing, he went back to his paper and looked over the runes, uncertain what had gone wrong.
After carefully parsing the runes several times, he found three more errors that needed fixing.  In addition, he realized that he’d made the sub-runes too large; the larger they were, the more mana radiated out from them, spilling into the nearby channels and essentially shorting out the entire construct.  He nodded and picked up a smaller ring, transforming it into arcane silver and beginning the much more laborious process of etching it.
It took him more than an hour to finish the runes.  This time, he filled the tiny engravings with auril, which he hoped would carry the mana more effectively and keep it from spilling out.  He once again laid the Enchantments that would empower her weapon and placed a new gem, this one a clear citrine, into the ring.  He carefully set the ring on the floor and trickled SP into it, again only adding what he thought would activate the runes and nothing more. 
The auril runes on the ring glowed briefly, a flash of gold in the darkening room, but a moment later, they settled, and the ring seemed to be functioning.  He carefully added more SP to the gem until it began to resist the flow, then stopped and pulled up his notifications with a grin:
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High Enchanting Success!
You have successfully Enchanted:
Spellsword’s Band
Type: Ring
Rarity: Rare
Quality: Fine
Effects: Str, Int +15; Spell Power +87%; SP Cost +43%
Charged Item: This item uses 1 charge every time it boosts a Spell’s power.
Current Charges: 413
Healer’s Ring
Type: Ring
Rarity: Rare
Quality: Fine
Effects: Wis, Int +15; Healing Spells +87%
Activated Effect: Shield of Force (6’ diameter, reduces ranged damage by 87%, moves with wielder, duration 5 min)
Charged Item: Uses one charge for its activated effect.
Current Charges: 310
Archer’s Bracelet
Type: Bracelet
Rarity: Rare
Quality: Fine
Effects: Dex, Per +15; Attack +15
Activated Effect: Mana Arrow (14-20 LP Damage)
Charged Item: This item uses one charge for its activated effect
Current Charges: 414
Rogue’s Pendant
Type: Necklace
Rarity: Rare
Quality: Fine
Effects: Agil +15, Stealth +87%, Attack +15
Activated Effect: Burst of Speed (Movement +43% for 5 seconds)
Charged Item: This item uses 1 charge to use its activated effect.
Current Charges: 318
Greater Creation Success!
Badge of the Avenger
Type: Brooch
Rarity: Exotic
Quality: Exceptional
Effects: End +25, Str +25, SP Regen +64%
Activated Effect: Shield Slam – Shield Bash affects all creatures within a 30’ cone in front of the wearer.
Charged Item: This item uses 1 charge for the activated effect.
Current Charges: 521
Druid’s Talisman
Type: Helmet
Rarity: Rare
Quality: Fine
Effects: Int +15, Wis +15, SP Regen +43%
Activated Effect: Battering Ram – Project a ball of mana that does 12 – 18 LP damage to one creature and knocks it backward.
Charged Item: This item uses 1 charge for the activated effect.
Current Charges: 309
Greater Ring of the Avowed
Type: Ring
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: All Physical Stats +30, Stealth +124%
Activated Effect: Energy Weapon – wearer can choose to do 24 – 32 LP light, fire, air, or radiant damage with a held weapon for 30 s
Charged Item: This item uses 1 charge for the activated effect.
Current Charges: 674
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Aranos picked up the final ring and stared at it for several long moments, his fingers trembling.  He’d actually done it; he’d managed to create an advanced Runecrafting. It wasn’t anything near the complexity of the arcane doors, but it was an amazing first step along that path.  It had even boosted his High Enchantment Skill up to Adept 10; he figured that he’d need to replicate the feat to break into the Expert ranks, now.
Smiling, he collected his items and headed downstairs, finding the others two floors down, all present except Silma and McBane.  “Welcome back to the land of the living and awake, fearless leader!” Phil said grandly as the Sorcerer entered.  “Have a nice nap?”
“Well, the nap wasn’t that big of a deal,” Aranos shrugged.  “What’s more interesting is that I developed some anti-undead Spells and Enchanted some items for everyone.”  He handed out the various pieces of jewelry he’d created, grinning at the expressions on the players’ faces as they examined their new items.
“Normally, I don’t accept jewelry from strange men,” Meridian grinned, slipping the ring onto her hand.  “In this case, though, I’ll make an exception.  In fact, with boosts like this, I’m tempted to kiss you if that blue-haired lady over there wouldn’t stab me for it.”
“Hell, I’m tempted to kiss you, and damn the wrath of blue-hair,” Longfellow chuckled, clicking the band around his forearm.  “I can shoot magical bolts with this thing.  Not Enchanted ones; they’re made of actual magic.  Bloody brilliant, this thing is.”
“I am once more amazed by your abilities in Enchanting, Liberator,” Saphielle observed, holding up the pin he’d given her.  “It also appears that you have placed greater bonuses on mine than on any others except your Avowed.  I find that very appropriate.”
Aranos was about to explain that it had been random, but he checked himself at the last minute.  “I’m glad you like it.”
Geltheriel, though, was staring at her ring, her face awed.  “A bonus of 30 to each Physical Stat?  Doubling my Stealth Skill?  Oathbinder, this is an item of immense value.  Should you not gift it to Lorsan for sale?  It would bring our House…”
“It’s for you,” Aranos cut her off.  “It’ll keep you safe and make you a better Shadedancer.  I made it with you specifically in mind.”  The woman nodded and hesitantly slipped the ring on her finger.
“While one cannot help but appreciate such gifts,” Rhys observed wryly, sliding the silver band onto his forehead, “and certainly this band grants me significant benefits, I wonder about the Spells you have created.  Often, it seems, these have come upon us unawares, surprising us in the midst of combat.  Not that I would complain, of course.”
“I believe you misspoke, Druid,” Geltheriel said calmly, her eyes sparkling.  “I believe you meant, ‘not that I will cease complaining’.  No matter, all understood your meaning.”
“Pretty sure she called you a whiner, Druid,” Meridian snorted.
“I never whine, of course,” the man replied in an unruffled voice.  “I merely make observations about how things near the Liberator seem to be constantly going wrong.  If there are many such observations to be made, I am unsure how that is my fault.”
Phil laughed at that.  “They seem to know you, Aranos.  So, what about these new Spells?”
“As I said, they’re anti-undead,” Aranos explained, providing a quick overview of his new Spells.  “The thing is, I can’t cast them very often; I don’t have a lot of this new mana aspect, and it drains my Wisdom if I overdo it.  So, I can maybe cast Radiance twice or Bolt ten times.  Or, I suppose, a combination of the two.  Then I have to wait an hour to do it again.”
“Then these Spells should certainly be saved for a time of need,” Saphielle spoke.  “It will do us little good for you to deplete their usefulness and then discover that a greater foe awaits.”
“That’s true, but I also have to level them up, so I do have to use them.  I’ll just have to be careful, is all, and never use more than five Restorative Bolts or one Radiance of Life per hour.  That will leave me the option to use five more Bolts or one more Radiance if need be, depending on what kind of threat we’re facing.”
Longfellow gazed curiously at Aranos.  “Not that I’m complaining, but did you have that worked out already, or are you really that good at analysis?”
Aranos flushed slightly.  “I just figured that out, if that’s what you mean, but it wasn’t that big of a deal.  I mean, it’s the mantra of spellcasters: always leave some in reserve, just in case.  Once you’ve tossed that last heal or fireball, you’re basically useless.  I try to stay above 50% SP at all times, if I can, and this is just kind of an extension of that.”
“So, just good at analysis,” Longfellow nodded.  “It doesn’t bother me, mind you.  Having a Party Leader that thinks fast on their feet is better than one that takes five minutes just to decide which foot their boot goes on, no question.”
“First of all, it only took me three minutes,” Phil objected.  “Second of all, I’m really more of a flip-flop guy.  Real shoes are hard.”
Geltheriel snorted.  “While I do not know what a ‘flip-flop’ is and assume it is something revolting by the sound, it is good to know that Travelers are capable of trading insults.  My Oathbinder is most excellent at receiving them but struggles beyond that point.  I had thought it was a limitation of the race, in all honesty.”
“Nope, he’s always been like that,” Phil grinned.  “Don’t get me wrong, he’s got plenty of wit.  It just takes him a day or so to get there.”
“Speaking of days,” Aranos interrupted, rolling his eyes.  “We should probably figure out what we’re doing tomorrow.” 
At his words, the players shared odd glances.  “I don’t know what you’re planning,” Meridian said slowly, “but I’m gonna call some friends, maybe get some takeout and watch some TV.  There’s no Chinese food in this world whatsoever, did you know that?  Totally unfair.”
Aranos blinked in surprise, and Phil put his hand on the smaller man’s shoulder.  “Did you forget that today is day 6, dude?  We log out tomorrow.”
“I…I totally forgot, yeah,” he nodded.  “Okay, so you guys will be out, no problem.   My party and I will do some exploring and see what sort of creatures we’ve got around here.”
“Wait, aren’t you logging out, too?” Longfellow asked.  “If not, how are you getting out of it?”
“I’m part of a special group that’s doing deeper dives,” the Sorcerer lied, unable to explain the deal Singularity’s founder and the company’s CEO had made with him.  “I’m going out just long enough to get through medical and then coming right back in.”
“Is that what Newsome wanted to talk to you about last time?” Phil asked quietly. 
“Yeah,” Aranos nodded.  “I’m not really supposed to be talking about it, though, if that’s okay.”  The others gave him strange looks indeed but let the matter drop.
“So, you will be returning to your world for some time tomorrow?” Geltheriel asked.  “You should leave your training crystals, then; we will make use of them while you are gone.”
“In the meantime,” Phil grinned, “let us tell you about our trip here, and you can tell us how yours was probably way cooler…”
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Martina dodged the claws of the twisted, deformed-looking undead and smashed the steel head of her small mace into its gaping mouth.  The weapon was basically a flanged, steel ball attached to a wooden shaft, and while it was simple, it was brutally effective at crushing bone, even through armor.  It was equally effective at tearing loose an undead monster’s lower jaw; at least, that’s what she guessed from how the bottom half of the creature’s mouth flew free from its skull.  Her follow-up attack smashed the skull like a melon and dropped the creature to the ground, freeing her to snatch up her bow and resume sending arrows into the chests and eyes of the swarming undead. 
Hector charged past her, his heavy axe severing limbs and heads with equal ease, followed by the ever-silent Monetta.  The black-clad rogue’s blades flashed as she slashed and cut through the undead, her eyes strangely dull and her expression utterly disinterested.  Still, despite their assault, the press of undead continued, and Martina knew that they wouldn’t be able to hold the creatures without more help.
“We need some summons, Liam!” she shouted at the caster, who was hurling bolts of black fire and crimson lightning at the onrushing creatures.  “A second tank to help Hector!”
Liam seemed to sigh.  “Yes, I suppose we do,” he said heavily.  “We aren’t where we need to be, yet.  Fine, here you go.”  The man muttered an incantation, and a creature that looked like an armor-plated gorilla appeared.  Liam gestured to the creature.  “Go, help them as you can.”  The gorilla raced off toward the undead, crashing into them and tearing with its claws and fangs.
Martina recognized the summons; it was one of the earliest ones they’d gotten for Liam, which meant it was one of the weakest.  Still, it was better than nothing, which was about as much help as Liam had been lately.  Sure, his magic created wards that stopped wandering monsters from seeing the party while they rested, but ever since Martina and Hector had started refusing to help him gather more summons, he’d also stopped casting more than his weakest Spells in combat. 
Now that they were finally close to Antas, though, it looked like the caster was relenting.  As Martina loosed another arrow, she saw a wave of green-tinged flames wash over a section of undead, roasting their rotted flesh and cracking their decayed bones.  The gorilla leaped upon the weakened creatures, ripping and tearing, and soon that group was nothing but a pile of rancid meat and crushed bone.
With the summon’s help, the party began to move forward, no longer being pushed back by the stooped, long-armed monsters.  Martina fired more rapidly, not trying to take the creatures out with a single, perfect shot but just slowing them enough for Hector and Monetta to finish them.  A minute or so later, the last of the beasts fell, and silence descended over the clearing.
Martina unstrung her bow and stashed it in her pack – the game actually punished you for keeping the thing strung too long with penalties to Attack and damage – but Liam stared at the others, muttering under his breath.  The woman sighed and walked over to the caster.  Liam had become more erratic as they got nearer to their goal, and she was secretly wondering if he was going quietly insane. 
“Is something wrong?” she asked him softly, not really wanting to hear the answer.  At first, she’d found Liam’s confidence and charm rather appealing, but as time had passed, she’d been able to see beneath that façade.  The real Liam was driven, almost obsessive, and had a deep, hidden well of anger.  It didn’t show often, but it was pretty terrifying when it did. 
“That was an ambush,” the caster muttered, his voice tinged with irritation. 
“Strange how we guessed that, already,” Hector snorted as the others approached.  “Might have been how fifteen of those things came howling out of the woods to attack us.”
“You don’t understand,” Liam snapped.  “How did they set an ambush for us?”
“We weren’t moving in Stealth or anything, and every time I try to scout ahead, you throw a tantrum,” Martina pointed out.  Ever since talking to Hector, she’d found it easier to ignore the nagging voices in her head.  “It wouldn’t have been hard for them to set something up.”
“I don’t want you scouting ahead because I’ve been hiding us magically,” the Summoner answered acerbically.  “Because I’ve been doing that, they shouldn’t have been able to find us.”
Martina shrugged; magic wasn’t her thing.  “I don’t know how your Spell works, so I can’t say, Liam.  I’ll bet, though, that if you can hide us magically, someone else can see through your disguise with even more magic.”
Liam’s eyes narrowed, and he began weaving his hands in a Spell.  Martina stepped back, her hand going to the mace at her belt, and Hector hefted his axe.  Monetta shifted closer to Liam, her eyes strangely alight, but the caster shook his head dismissively.
“Don’t be absurd.  I’m not going to attack you.  We still need one another, after all.  I’m just checking something.”  The man’s eyes glowed violet briefly as the Spell finished, and he shook his head in seeming disgust.
“We’ve been marked with a Spell.  It’s radiating our location right now.”
“Which means we’ll be running into more of these ambushes the entire way,” Hector pointed out. 
“Yes, of course that’s what it means.  The question is…”
“The question,” Martina interrupted quietly, “is can you do anything about it?  Can you remove the marker Spell or mask our location from it somehow?  You’re our caster; this is up to you to fix.”
“I don’t know.  I suppose I could, but why would I waste…”
“Because we aren’t moving any closer to the city until you do,” she said firmly.  “It would be suicide, and we’d lose more time and XP in respawns than we’d gain.  If you can’t fix it – and maybe figure out how it happened in the first place – then you and Monetta can go assault the city yourselves.  Hector and I will level in the forest here for a while and then head back to the waystation to wait for you to respawn.  Unless, of course, you use your precious summons, but I think you’ll run out of them at some point, don’t you?”
Liam’s eyes flashed, and for a moment, Martina saw not only anger, but a deep, burning hatred within them.  At this point, she didn’t care; she’d given up on the idea of taking the city once she saw how many undead there were just in the forest.  They’d need an army to take the whole city; either that, or they’d have to sneak in, find whatever boss creature was in charge, and kill it; she’d once thought that maybe that was what Liam was holding back his summons for, but now she was certain that the Summoner hadn’t ever been interested in taking the city.  He had some other goal, and Martina was just hoping that she and Hector would be able to get clear of the man before he realized it.
Liam glared at her for a moment before the mask slipped back over his eyes, and he smiled charmingly.  “Sorry, you’re right, Party Leader.  That’s my job.  I was just upset that something slipped past me, is all.”  He sighed.  “It’ll take me a few minutes to disjoin the Spells on us, if that’s okay.”
“That’s fine,” she nodded.  “Do you have any ideas how we can avoid the same thing happening again?  I don’t think we can assume that there was just one trap to locate us, after all.”
“I think my Mana Sight will let me spot any other traps.  I simply hadn’t been using it, an oversight on my part.  It’s not a difficult Spell to cast and doesn’t cost much to maintain.  I should be able to guide us safely through the forest.”
“Then let’s get us de-marked so we can get moving again,” she nodded.  “We need to find a safe place for tonight, since log-out is tomorrow.  We don’t want to log back in and find our camp overrun with undead.”
“Oh, right, log-out,” Liam sighed.  “I’d forgotten about that.  Okay, let me get to work on this.”  The caster sat down, his face a mask of concentration, and Martina turned back to Hector, motioning that they should give Liam some room to work.
“That’s my girl,” the big man grinned at her once they were out of the caster’s earshot.  “You got a plan for how we’re gonna make this happen, though?”
“Yeah, I think I’ve got an idea,” she nodded.  “Here’s what we’ll do…”
Settled in the center of the clearing, Liam sat, concentrating not on his Spell – that would take a minute to cast at the most – but on the words the others were muttering that they thought he couldn’t hear.  He kept his face carefully impassive, but his mind was filled with silent glee.  The pair’s plans weren’t exactly what he’d been hoping for, but they would do.  Only Liam really knew what awaited them in Antas, and only he knew the power that lay dormant there.  Those two had a part to play, and their petty little plans for betrayal wouldn’t interfere.
In fact, Liam was sort of counting on them. 




Chapter 11

“McBane, back!” Aranos shouted.  The Rogue hesitated for but a brief second before jumping back, but in that instant, the nurhuin struck.  McBane was able to escape most of the damage, but the creature’s shadowy claws slid glancingly along his left shoulder.  The insubstantial attack passed through the man’s stiffened leather armor with ease, and McBane hissed and stumbled as the touch drained a point of his Strength.  Still, he struck back, his light-enhanced blades cutting deeply into the creature instead of simply passing through it like smoke.  The 7’ tall shadow monster howled in pain and flowed away from the attack, retreating to the edge of the area bathed in Aranos’ Radiance of Life Spell.
Saphielle shouted and regained the focus of the half-dozen undead still facing the party.  The tall, blue-skinned draegs rushed toward her, the aura of cold emanating from them slowing her movements and making it harder for her to block and dodge.  Fortunately, her Enchanted armor and shield were still effective against the immaterial nurhuins, so although her movements were slowed, she wasn’t also fighting with drained Strength the way McBane was. 
Rhys and Longfellow held back, the Druid using his ranged heals on Saphielle – these weren’t as effective as his touch-based ones, but using them didn’t expose him to the draeg’s aura of cold – while the Archer alternated firing flaming bolts at the draegs and mana bolts at the nurhuins.  The mouthless draegs seemed to feed on body heat, but magical fire did greater damage to them and temporarily lowered their deadly aura.  The nurhuins were composed of nothing but gathered darkness and ignored all elemental damage, but they were susceptible to unaspected mana and light-based attacks.
Aranos ignored most of this beyond relying on his Battlesense to track the handful of incorporeal nurhuins.  The creatures could move along the ground like normal shadows, hidden beneath the scrub grass and thorny foliage, and tended to appear unexpectedly near the melee attackers.  Saphielle’s armor shed their assaults, but McBane had lost several points of Str before Aranos began calling out the creatures’ attacks. 
The Sorcerer’s main focus, though, was on the misty, indistinct form at the rear of the undead, one that was almost identical to the creature he’d driven off when his party had rescued Phil and the others.  The creature was some type of undead none of them recognized, meaning it was relatively rare, and while it didn’t attack, it was a formidable wielder of void and death magic.  He’d had to counter its attempts to weaken and paralyze both McBane and Saphielle, and the black, void-based lightning Spell it used seemed especially effective against the heavily armored Bright Avenger.  Aranos could damage it with a modified Radiant Blast, hitting it with a beam of light mana that burned it, but none of his elemental Spells affected it in the slightest.
The Void Mage – which was what Aranos had taken to calling these things, since none of them were capable of Inspecting the creatures – raised another inky, black barrier that seemed a combination of void and air mana in Aranos’ senses but wasn’t entwined to create vacuum.  It was opaque enough to resist his light attacks and solid enough to block elemental damage.  It fell quickly to a dual Light and Earth Barrage, though, as Aranos used the mana types most opposed to those comprising the shield to chew through it and into the creature behind it.  The Void Mage ignored the shards of stone zipping through its amorphous, gray form, but it recoiled from the explosions of light.
A tortured, horror-stricken face that almost looked like a human woman’s swam into view on the creature’s face, and Aranos quickly called up a wave of sonic mana.  “It’s screaming!” he shouted, unleashing a blast of sound directed at the Mage just as a piercing wail of despair echoed from its throat.  Rhys and Longfellow had covered their ears, but despite the muting effect of Aranos’ Sonic Blast, the scream caused Saphielle to falter for a moment and McBane to rush away from the draegs as panic struck them both.  Saphielle recovered quickly and let out a War Cry that restored McBane’s wits, but the damage had been done and the undead were moving to flank the armored Avenger.
Aranos fired a single Restorative bolt at the Mage – he’d discovered that when it screamed, it couldn’t cast Spells for a few seconds, and the Bolt tore into its necrotic core, weakening it significantly – then unleashed a Life Blast at the undead near Saphielle.  A golden beam of power swept across the twisted creatures, burning their flesh and weakening them while barely affecting Saphielle at all.  The advance halted for a moment, and in that moment, Longfellow’s bolts tore into the undead flanking the tank, pushing them back and holding them until McBane returned to the front line.
That had gone much better than the first time the creature had screamed; then, only Aranos wasn’t affected by panic, since his Fortitude Skill gave him near immunity to mind-affecting magic.  The others had almost bolted from the encounter, and only Saphielle’s War Cry had kept their attack from faltering completely.  Even with the Warrior’s shouted buff, Longfellow and McBane were shaky for a while and suffered from Attack and damage penalties.
A pulse from the Radiance of Life Spell hanging overhead swept through the battlefield, and the undead wilted visibly beneath it while the party regained a bit of vigor.  The Spell restored some of McBane’s lost Strength each time it flashed and empowered the rest of the party; heartened, they renewed the attack on the creatures.  Saphielle’s spear flashed, stabbing a draeg in the throat, while wicked thorns erupted from her shield and impaled another draeg’s chest.  She dropped the thorn Ability and kicked the draeg off her shield; once the thorns had been exposed to draeg blood, they became brittle and snapped easily, meaning she had to keep renewing the Ability.  
McBane targeted the nearest nurhuin, slashing through it with his blades.  The creature let out an agonizing scream, but rather than slipping away from the Rogue, it seemed almost to boil into a black mist.  Another quickly fell to his attacks, and the last vaporized as one of Longfellow’s mana bolts passed through its head. 
Without the shadowy creatures to hold McBane back, the draegs weren’t as great a threat, and Aranos was able to turn his full intention to the Void Mage.  Rather than trying to counter its Spells, he went on the offensive, blasting its newest shield apart with his Radiant Blast, summoning a spray of light mana that burned through the shield.  Once he’d penetrated it, he multicast a Light Barrage and a Life Blast at it.  The creature’s misty form seemed to churn and writhe beneath the twin attacks, and as its face started to swim to the surface, Aranos directed both attacks precisely in the middle of its visage.  The monster shuddered and started to collapse into itself, and his Inspection Skill told him that its LP had fallen into the gravely wounded category.  Before it could expire, Aranos activated his Flight Spell and raced across the battlefield to hover near it.
He hadn’t had a chance to use his Final Rest Ability, yet; it worked best on weakened targets, and he wasn’t about to try and have the party battle a group of undead until the creatures were helpless and nearly destroyed.  That would require them to fight too cautiously and hold back on their strikes; those sorts of tactics would eventually get someone killed. 
Now, though, the Void Mage was weakened, its LP at least below 25% and the perfect target for his Ability.  He linked to it with his Soulmending Skill and Mana Vampire Perk at once, connecting to its necrotic core.  Unlike the vangolor, this creature was literally composed of void mana; in his senses, it was just a cloud of void mana surrounding a necrotic core.  Thin filaments of energy extended from deep in the core out into the cloud, probably holding it together and allowing the creature to cast Spells and use its scream Ability. 
He sent a trickle of restorative mana into the core, using it to shear through the tangle of necrotic energy and freeing the soul trapped within.  The weave of vile, purple-black power shuddered and began to fray, and Aranos had the presence of mind to grab the loose ends with his mana tendrils.  Rather than tearing the necrotic energy apart, he started absorbing the component mana as it flew free from the revolting tangle, refilling his expended soul mana and taking a bit of damage as the void mana coursed through his channels.  Once he’d absorbed enough of the dissolving energy to completely release the soul beneath, he let go of the waning necrotic core and connected to the shattered, torn soul instead.
It took more soul mana than he liked to repair the horrifically damaged soul, but once it was healed, Aranos sent waves of calming, peaceful emotions to it, easing its terror and pain.  As he felt a wave of energy rush into him from the soul, he released it and allowed it to continue its journey to whatever awaited it next.  He was gratified to see that the Soul Point gain from the caster bumped his pool to 34, enough to gain a point to his Mental Stats.  He’d burned through his reserve of Soul Points dealing with the creature that attacked them outside the waystation, and he hadn’t had much opportunity to refill that since.
Aranos turned back to see the last of the draegs fall to Saphielle’s spear.  The woman withdrew her weapon and took out a rag, dousing it with warm water.  She began cautiously removing the deep blue blood that had crystallized on her weapon and armor while McBane did the same.  They’d learned that the blue-skinned, mouthless draegs had mildly acidic blood that froze solid on contact with air, and if they didn’t get the crystallized ichor off their metal items quickly enough, the blood would pit and etch them.  Aranos could repair the damage, but doing so used up his dwindling supply of jewelry as he transmuted the noble metals into arcane silver or truesilver.  Hopefully, Antas would have a trove similar to Haerobel’s and he’d be able to restock a bit.
“That was the hardest group we’ve met so far,” McBane spoke up as he cleaned his twin short swords.  “You think it’ll just get tougher as we get closer to the city?”
“I am certain this is true,” Saphielle affirmed.  “We have pushed steadily closer with our raids for the past two days; we must assume that the masters of the city know of our presence and are setting more difficult encounters in our path.  Yet, they have not come out in force, which I admit puzzles me.  Should they descend upon us with the weight of their armies, they could crush us easily.”
“There’s no good reason for them to do that,” Aranos said absently, scanning through his notifications.  He’d been using his Elemental Weapon Spell a lot the past two days, giving whoever he was traveling with the ability to do light damage to the undead, and it had finally leveled up:
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Spell Boost: Elemental Weapon has gained a level!
Rank: Student 1
Coat your weapon in primary mana, causing it to do extra damage of that aspect type.
Effect: Choose one aspect of primary or composite mana you have unlocked and apply it to a weapon.  This weapon will now do 8-18 extra LP damage of this type on a hit.  The weapon can be used to harm creatures that are immune to nonmagical weapons.  Damage increased 2% per Spell level
Duration: 10 mins + 30 s / Spell level.
Cost: 60 SP
Have I got a surprise for you…
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“Care to explain that a bit?” Longfellow asked archly, pulling Aranos’ thoughts from his notification.  “Or do you just prefer we take it on faith?  Not that we wouldn’t; you’ve been right so far, and I hope that doesn’t start changing anytime soon.”
“Thanks to my undoing the wards, whoever’s in the city probably doesn’t know where we are at any given moment or how many of us there are, just that we’re out here,” Aranos explained, focusing on the somewhat snarky Archer.  The man was certainly sarcastic, but he was also laid-back enough that he took it as well as he gave it.  It was hard not to like him, Aranos had found.
“If it were me, I’d assume that we were a scouting or raiding party sent in advance of a larger group.  I don’t think that the urukkai are friendly with the undead, so if another elven army is on the way, the undead probably have no way to track it.  If the city sends out a sortie in force and it turns out we’re a larger or more formidable group than they expected, that weakens them against the inevitable assault from the invading army. 
“Right now, all we’re doing is killing some of their patrols and inching toward the walls.  It’s not likely that we’re getting over those walls if they’re manned and patrolled adequately; whoever’s in charge has to know that.  So, they keep sending out more powerful patrols to test us.  My guess is, at some point, they’ll make a larger strike against us, probably at night when we’re weaker and they’re stronger, but that won’t happen until they feel like we’re a real danger.”
“If this is true, they will soon be sending out bait,” Saphielle observed.  “They will send creatures powerful enough to daunt a small group but that could be felled by a large and powerful one.  When this happens, we should avoid engaging these creatures, as defeating them may lead the city to strike more directly against us.”
Aranos shook his head.  “I’d actually like them to sortie in force,” he demurred.  “The Elemental Ward should take out most of them and weaken their defenses to the point that we might find a gap to slip through.  That’s our best option for making it into the city.”
“Yeah, I’m looking forward to getting inside the city, too,” McBane sighed.  “All of us are stuck at level 10 until we finish this unless we want to take a crap Advanced Class.  I for one am getting antsy to level up.”
“I don’t blame you,” Aranos nodded.  “Judging from Geltheriel’s maps, I think we’ll be sight of the walls tomorrow.  We’ll get a better feel for what we’re facing, then, and Silma can scout to see if there’s a weak point or a hidden entrance.”
“One wonders what we will do if there is not,” Rhys observed.  “Will we assault the walls directly, leading to our heroic but ultimately useless deaths?  Or will we retreat and keep up these attacks, hoping that we empty the city of undead at some point?”
“That’s not how these Quests work, is it?” Longfellow snorted.  “There’s always a way to complete them, even though it might not be obvious.  If we can’t find a way in, we’ll make one.  Heck, for all we know, there’s a hidden escape tunnel leading right into the city somewhere nearby.”  Longfellow looked at Aranos.  “Which reminds me, has anyone thought to look for that?  If it turns out we could have just walked into the city and not gone through all this, I’m going to be royally pissed off.”
“Yeah, I’m pretty sure you’re right; there almost has to be an escape tunnel,” Aranos smiled.  “This place was designed to house and safeguard knowledge, so I’m sure that the builders designed a way for whoever guarded that knowledge to get it out of the city if the worst happened.  Phil’s had Silma scouting for it during their training periods, but there’s a lot of ground to cover.  If there is one, it’ll probably exit out of sight of the walls, behind where a besieging army would camp, and toward elven lands.”
“And, as I informed you, it will likely be heavily defended,” Saphielle pointed out.  “The undead have held this city for centuries and never tire; certainly they will have discovered any such tunnel and set a heavy guard upon it.”
“It’s still better than trying to storm the gates, isn’t it?” McBane pointed out tiredly.  “Even if they’ve barricaded the tunnel, it probably won’t compare to the city’s defenses.  I’ve seen what medieval fortifications look like; they’re built to keep people like us from doing what we want to do.”
Aranos shook his head as the arguments continued; they’d all had this same discussion any number of times over the past couple of days, days that had consisted mostly of the group slowly working their way closer to the city, trying to open a safe corridor for Silma to slip near and scout the place out using the new charm he’d crafted for her, while at the same time hoping she’d find a hidden exit in the forest beyond.  Thinking about that made him reflect over the past couple of days and how they’d gotten to this place.
Logout had been uneventful, at least for Aranos.  He’d been logged out at dawn, just as he had before, and awoke to find himself secured in the Mark-I pod, his vision filled with green goo that slowly drained away.  The first time he’d awoken this way, he’d panicked and tried to break free; this time, he only felt a brief surge of disorientation that passed in a second or two.  He’d been hosed down, allowing Neo-dyne, the company that produced both Singularity Online and the Akzam Mark-I pods that allowed such a perfect interface, to reclaim the nano-gel that still clung to Jeff’s skin.  Since that gel was a proprietary substance and a big part of what allowed him to survive for a week in the pod, Jeff understood that the company wanted to salvage as much of it as possible.
He’d gone through his battery of medical tests, discovering as he did that just as before, he’d put on muscle and gained lung capacity while he’d been under.  Apparently, the muscular and cardio stimulation the nano-gel performed to keep his body from atrophying in the pod was getting him into the best shape of his life.  He’d grabbed a quick bite of artificial eggs and synthetic bacon from the cafeteria and come back to find a message waiting for him.  The email came directly from David Newsome, the CEO of the company, and simply read, “92%.  Keep it up.  Newsome.”
That was heartening; it meant that he’d gone from 89% to 92% connectivity in the past week.  As best as he understood, connectivity was a measure of how closely his brain and the Mark-I had adapted to one another.  Since he knew that the ultimate goal of this project was to find a way to perfectly replicate a human mind in an artificial body – the “singularity” of Singularity Online – he was pretty certain that if you reached 100%, you would be able to successfully integrate yourself into an artificial intelligence.  He didn’t think he’d be ready to actually do that, but it was cool to know that it might be possible.
Once he’d read the message, he strapped back into the pod and began the process of logging back into Singularity.  He felt the now-familiar falling sensation that signaled he was being dropped into the game and opened his eyes to find himself standing in the reclaimed watchtower.  He walked over to the window and peered out; there were his party members, three of them using Jhaeros’ training crystals while the fourth sat before the mana crystal Aranos had loaned him, cycling his mana.
The party had spent the morning training, the three melee fighters trading off using the three sets of crystals while Rhys worked on his Spells, Skills, and cycling mana.  Admittedly, Silma had needed some help putting the crystals on her lupine body, but fortunately each crystal’s band had a sizing Enchantment that let it fit around just about any creature, even a 10’ long fenrin. 
Rhys had similar difficulties, but none of the others could assist him.  The Druid’s mana was different from Aranos’; it was divine in origin and came directly from nature, so it was already aspected and couldn’t be used for other purposes.  Apparently, mana crystals had only limited effectiveness for him, but he could use one specifically to train his mana channels.  The mana wouldn’t stay in his core, though, so it wouldn’t help his Mana Control Skill at all, and he’d had to practice channeling Spells to see any bonuses in that.
All of the elves were excited, though; it turned out, the speed boost the AIs gave them in leveling also applied to Stat and Skill training.  They’d each seen huge growth, at least by their standards.  Typically, they would have had to practice with the crystals an hour a day for a week to get a 2-point bonus; getting the same bonus in a single day astounded each of them.  Silma was less impressed; as Aranos’ Companion, the fenrin’s Stats naturally grew at a faster pace than the elves’, and the boosts weren’t as big of a deal for her.
The party spent the rest of the day scouting between the waystation and the city of Antas.  Even with Silma ranging ahead and Aranos removing the occasional ward they encountered, they were still assaulted by undead with regularity.  The giant, skeletal gasha Aranos had encountered in Haerobel had possessed an Ability like Aranos’, letting them sense living creatures without needing to see them.  Apparently, some of these undead had the same Ability, allowing them to track the party through Stealth and drawing them to attack the elves.
Thus, Aranos’ education into the various types of undead began.  Far from the city, they encountered primarily the stooped, deformed jangshie, who Aranos learned fed by draining life energy through their prehensile tongues.  They also ran into packs of ghuls, which were the ghoul-like monsters they’d fought at the tower, and the occasional vangolor that ran with these packs. 
He also found that the game had mindless undead, those that had to be raised and directed by a necromancer.  Haigols were simply animated humanoid skeletons; they didn’t carry weapons or wear armor, and they simply charged any enemy they sensed and tried to bring them down with their bony claws.  Jumbishes were basically zombies: rotting corpses that moved and attacked with fists.  None of these creatures were dangerous individually, but the parties often ran into thirty or forty of them at once, and then they were a challenge. 
These types of undead roamed freely throughout the forests, but according to both Aranos’ new Undead Lore Skill and Geltheriel, these were among the weakest types of undead and were generally created as fodder by necromancers.  They were simple to raise in large numbers, needed no food or sleep, and would follow basic commands like, “Kill every living creature that moves near you.”  In fact, Aranos didn’t really think these things were here to deal with the possibility of an elf or human assault; he had a feeling they were here to deal with the occasional incursion of the urukkai patrols from Cendarta.  He remembered how the patrols they’d met were torn up and battered as they neared Antas; those patrols probably ran into creatures like this.
As night rolled in, the elves retreated to their tower.  Once the sun fell, the forest came alive with undead – well, figuratively speaking.  The creatures avoided the Hallowed area around the tower, but beyond that area, they swarmed the forests in vast numbers.  Winged undead the elves called naktraps flashed overhead, their dark-grey flesh just a moment of darker blackness against the starry backdrop.  Lumbering, bloated corpses crashed through the trees, and small, dark things the size of children skittered through the night. 
Aranos meditated first that night and spent the first part of the evening in Skill training.  Although he was tempted to see if he could get his High Enchantment Skill to the Expert level, he guessed that the Skill books weren’t the way to do that.  He’d need to get there by Enchanting something nearly perfect, something that really challenged his abilities.  Instead, he spent his time training Carving, Sense Intent, Animal Handling, and Battlesense.  Carving was the least important of those, except that he had a few samples of rare wood in his pack, and he thought that he could make some truly exceptional things with them if he could get his Carving Skill high enough.  Even if he could make a bow or staff from the wood now, he’d never be able to Enchant it; his Carving Skill wasn’t high enough to let him cut the tiny runes in the wood accurately.  Animal Handling helped empower Silma, and Battlesense helped the entire party.  Sense Intent, though, was the one he really wanted to train, because at the end of it, he got the notification he’d been expecting:
Skill Boost: Sense Intent (T) has gained a Level!
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Level Ability: Skill Synergy – Can add this Skill’s rank to other Charisma-based Skills when determining the effective level of those Skills.
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He spent the rest of his time meditating by training his Wis and Int, gaining a point to each of them, and working on his mindscape.  He used his own SP this time, channeling 50% of it into the mindscape to make it grow, then letting it refill before repeating. 
The remainder of the night, he trained his Physical Stats, raising his Str, Dex, Agil, and End by two points each and his Per by a single point; now that it was above 50, it was only getting half the benefits of his training.  He also took out some of his gathered herbs and leaves and spent a couple hours creating new salves and ointments he thought would be useful in dealing with the undead.  Thanks to his Master-ranked Skill, he crafted bandages that would draw out potent toxins and tinctures that would halt the progress of even magical diseases.  He knew that both Meridian and Rhys had Spells that would do some of this, but like him, Meridian also had Spells that were harmful to the undead.  Some of her SP had to be set aside for those Spells, now, so anything he could craft would be useful.
When everything that was necessary was done, he took out the slender, prismatic ingot of faymetal, examining it carefully.  He could feel the storms of chaotic energy within it and knew that if there was a pattern here, it was a deeper one than he could easily perceive.  Still, something had to be constraining that energy.  After all, the bar was solid and permanent; if it had just been chaotic mana, it would have swirled off into entropy long ago.  So, while the spirit mana was chaotic, it had to be chaos somehow bound and locked into place by something else.
Aranos ignored the spirit mana for the moment and went seeking those boundaries.  He let his mind drift past the chaos, trying to sense the tiny points of order within.  Somewhere, something was holding that mana in place, securing it somehow.  How long he floated, sensing but not seeing that ingot, he didn’t know.  As he gazed across it, though, he sensed an anomaly; there was a point in his vision that was stable for an instant before a wave of chaos swept over it.  When the entropy receded, though, the point remained; it was indeed a tiny spot of order, unmoved by the chaos around it.
Aranos’ focus narrowed onto that point.  He touched it with his mind, and to his satisfaction, he knew it; it was metal mana.  The steely, cold solidity of it had locked the spirit mana into place in that spot.  With growing excitement, his mind whirled among the loops and strains of chaos, seeking another point of metallic mana.  He sensed the next one before he saw it; the chaos was attracted to it and repelled by it in equal measure, and that strange motion caught his attention. 
Now that he knew what to look for, the task grew easier.  As more and more points of solidity resolved in his mind, Aranos realized what he was seeing.  The metal mana formed a crystalline lattice that held the spirit mana in place.  The spirit energy clung to the metal mana without touching it, flowing from point to point erratically, but the movements of the spirit mana didn’t matter.  What mattered was the pattern of the metal mana. 
Aranos could see it, now, and his mind recognized that pattern, understood it at a fundamental level.  It held the spirit mana by creating a constant, inward flow; as spirit mana swirled to the surface, the metal matrix created pathways for it that guided it back into the depths.  It would bloom once more, and again it was channeled down into the core of the metal.  Those were the swirls of color that danced across the surface; the spirit mana was locked forever in a fruitless attempt to escape.
Cautiously, Aranos reached inside and touched not the spirit mana, but the metal mana that held it in place.  He nudged it, shifted it, adjusting the pathways and patterns.  The metal was nothing but a conduit for the power contained within; so long as his pattern held that power and redirected it inward, the metal would remain solid.  The colors of the metal rippled now instead of swirling in circles, but it felt just as solid and just as light.  The properties of the metal didn’t seem to change so long as the patterns kept the spirit mana flowing.
Aranos could see why it would be impossible to work or Enchant this metal.  Anything you did that disrupted the metal matrix would let the spirit mana escape, probably explosively.  In fact, the spirit mana would probably disrupt any other energies introduced into it; it would be hard to heat or forge, and it would likely undo any Enchantments or Runeforms placed on it.  If there was a way to Enchant it, it would have to be in the pattern of the metal itself…
Aranos shook those thoughts off.  He needed to focus on figuring out how spirit mana worked before he started playing with Enchanting faymetal.  As far as he could tell, the chaotic energy was attracted to and clung to the metal, but it didn’t look like anything in particular was binding the two aspects together.  Maybe that’s just its nature? he wondered silently.  Or maybe it’s something about metal mana that naturally attracts spirit energy.  Well, only one way to see.
Taking a deep breath, he touched the stone floor beneath him, using High Mastery to scoop out a small piece of stone and then smooth over the divot he’d left. He placed the stone against the end of the faymetal ingot, carefully altering the grains of earth within it so they matched the patterns in the faymetal.  Once he was sure he had the stone as perfectly adjusted as possible, he slowly shifted a single grain in the end of the ingot, allowing the tiniest strand of spirit mana to escape before sealing it back. 
The thin strand of spirit mana raced into the stone, dancing chaotically around the passages he’d created.  The thread didn’t actually follow any specific path; it seemed to jump randomly from crystal to crystal.  However, no matter how it shifted and writhed, it always hugged the particles of earth.  As he watched, the stone lost its opacity, becoming translucent like a crystal filled with a ribbon of rainbow color within.  It’s changing the earth mana into something else, he realized in amazement.  It’s like some kind of fay stone, instead of faymetal.  That’s awesome!
He had one last test he wanted to try.  Metal mana was a composite of earth and life mana; it was possible that only earth mana reacted like this with spirit, in which case it would still happen with metal or dust.  Taking another deep breath, he created a bubble of air mana around the stone, twisting and shifting the vortices of wind until they created a series of spiraling patterns that wound around and down into the stone but never offered an escape.  Bracing himself, he shifted a grain of the altered rock, allowing the spirit mana to escape into the surrounding bubble.
A flare of rainbow light burst from the air in front of him as flashes and pulses of color erupted from the bubble.  The air glowed and swirled with prismatic hues, but so long as he held the bubble’s structure tightly, the spirit mana wouldn’t escape.  It was chaos, but it was drawn to order; it was as if it needed some form of order, some solid pattern to exist.  Without that, it would probably flash to entropy and be gone.
In a way, he supposed, that was his existence in this world.  He was just a series of thoughts, really, and as a purely mental construct he wouldn’t really be able to exist here.  He needed a form for his thoughts to occupy, a body to control.  That gave him a sense of self, of existence.  If spirit mana is really the energy of other worlds, then it’s just like a Traveler; it needs a body here to occupy, or it can’t exist.  That’s why it clings to other mana types.  They’re what give it form and substance. 
As those thoughts crystallized in his mind, a notification began flashing in his vision, and he excitedly pulled it up:
 Enhanced Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Spirit
Spirit mana ties this world to all others.  It is what connects the caster to other planes of existence and can call creatures from outside Ka into this world.
Associated Stat: Per
Requirements: Per 50+, Lore (Divine) or Spell Channeling Adept 1
Using Spirit Mana: Spirit mana is chaotic and random.  It cannot be effectively channeled by itself and must be combined with some other mana type to be useful.  Attempting to cast a Spell using pure spirit mana will cause 1 point of Per drain per 10 SP channeled (per 20 SP for caster with Expert-ranked Mana Control, per 50 SP for casters with Master-ranked Mana Control, and no damage to Grandmasters of Mana Control).  Spirit mana will readily infuse any other type of mana, although if care is not taken, it will just as readily evaporate to entropy. 
Stat Damage: A caster can safely use only a limited amount of spirit mana without damage.  You can use SP of spirit mana equal to or less than double your Per Stat per hour.  Exceeding this limit drains your Per Stat: you lose 1 point of Per for each 1% of your max SP of additional spirit mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.
Spirit Mana and Spells: Spirit mana is disruptive to any mana structure not designed to contain it; Spells using spirit mana do double damage to magical barriers or standing Spells.  Items infused with Spirit mana are doubly effective against magical barriers or creatures from other worlds.  Armor infused with this aspect is resistant to magical damage.  Any item infused with Spirit mana cannot be Runecrafted or Enchanted normally, and infusing an already Enchanted item with spirit energy will cause it to become nonfunctional for as long as there is spirit mana within it, plus 1 minute per 10 SP of spirit mana infused into it.  Runecrafted items do not function while they are infused with spirit mana but regain normal functioning once the spirit energy is removed.
Spirit Mana and Other Worlds: Spirit mana can be used to open temporary or permanent passages into other worlds.  This is a dangerous and difficult feat, however, and requires extensive expertise regarding the specific world in question.  If you attempt to connect to a world beyond Ka, your chance of success is 10% per rank of Lore you have regarding that world: 10% for Novice, 20% for Student, and so on.  Note that without such a Lore Skill, the chance is 0%, and if the Skill is Untrained, the odds of success are halved.  If the attempt fails, the outcome is random.  The Spell may connect to a different world entirely, may simply fail, may fail catastrophically, the caster’s Perception may be heavily drained, or any number of other possibilities. 
+450 XP
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Aranos almost shouted with excitement at reading the notification.  He’d unlocked another form of Enhanced mana, and one that would be extra effective against magical barriers or creatures.  More importantly, he’d discovered that it was possible to unlock Enhanced mana without an emotionally devastating event, which was kind of a relief.  Satisfied, he returned the ingot and the stone to his pack, shifted his Profession to Scholar, and settled down to improve his Elven Lore Skill for the rest of the night.
The players returned the next morning, and Aranos had what he thought would be a controversial announcement.  He’d been thinking about it all night, and he believed it was the best way to strengthen the group, but he had a feeling that neither the players nor the elves were going to like it.  As the humans gathered into the lowest floor of the tower, Aranos stood before them all, taking a deep breath.
“I’ve been thinking about this, and I’ve decided our best course of action is to split into two groups,” he told the assembled party members.
“Don’t they always say, ‘never split the party’?” Longfellow observed with a grin.  “Pretty sure I’ve heard that one someplace.”
“Yeah, on cartoons from the 1970’s,” Meridian snorted.  “They always split up, and it’s always a bad idea.”
“What are your thoughts, Oathbinder?” Geltheriel interrupted the banter.  “The Travelers are correct; it is usually considered unwise to divide a party if it is possible to avoid that.”
“Yeah, and in the city, we won’t do that,” Aranos agreed.  “But there’s something more important, and that’s the fact that while we know how to work together, and the humans know how to work with each other, we don’t all know how to work together as a group.”
“We could figure that out as we go,” Phil suggested.  “I don’t think we need to split up to do it.”
“Phil, what’s Geltheriel’s strongest attack?” Aranos asked calmly.  “Saphielle, how is McBane at Stealth?  Meridian, how much healing does Silma need?”
“Yes, you have made your point, Redeemer,” Saphielle interrupted him.  “I do not know the capabilities of the humans, which means that I do not know when I can rely on them and when they will need my support.  You intend to mix the groups and force us to learn how to work with one another.”  She turned to the others.  “Rogue, Archer, you are certainly with me, which means that Druid, you likely are, as well.  Spellsword, you will party with the Shaman, Shadedancer, and fenrin.  Is this correct?”
“That was my plan,” Aranos nodded.  “And I’ll go with one party at a time.”
“Wait a tick,” Longfellow objected.  “Did you two work this out together last night?  And if so, what were you doing last night before you worked this out?”  Rhys snorted, and Geltheriel grinned at Aranos’ sudden flush.
“If you must ask, Archer, I suggest you take the Druid’s Intelligence training, as it was not difficult to reason how the Redeemer would decide,” Saphielle said coolly.  “Of course, the Spellsword and I would be separated, as would the Rogue and Shadedancer.  As I have more experience than the Spellsword, Silma would join him to aid as a tank.  It would make no sense for the Shadedancer to work with me, and she is far more skilled at her Class than the Rogue, so I would receive the Archer for additional damage.  Having the Shaman in my party would mean three Travelers together, negating the point of the exercise.  I trust you had no difficulty following that?”
“Don’t worry, Shortfellow,” Meridian laughed.  “I’ve got some heals for that burn.”  She turned to the Avenger.  “You’re really smart, girl.  I admire that.  Your Charisma has to suck, though.”
“You are correct in both conjectures, Shaman,” Geltheriel chuckled.  “The Lieutenant is amazingly bright and has an abysmal Charisma.  We have all learned to ignore it.”
“It’s kinda fun, really,” the blonde woman replied with a smile.  “I hope it doesn’t change anytime soon.”
“Sadly, it will not, as all my attempts to improve my Charisma have failed,” Saphielle shrugged.  “I have ceased trying and accept my lot.”
As the various players and NPCs kept chatting, Aranos caught Phil’s eye and motioned toward the front door.  The Spellsword nodded and followed Aranos outside, a smile playing on his lips.  “That went pretty well,” the big man observed calmly.
“A lot better than I expected it to, really.  I thought the players might object more to being split up and paired with NPCs.”
“That’s because you haven’t figured out why I picked these guys, Jeff,” Phil laughed.  Seeing the confusion on the younger man’s face, he sighed.  “Ego, dude.  I picked these people because while they have big personalities, none of them has a huge ego.  They tease each other without getting mad.  They take orders and don’t care that they’re not in charge.  They’re each excited to play the hero but aren’t worried about being the hero, if you know what I mean.
“That’s why I wasn’t worried about them working with your NPCs.  I know that it won’t bother them to learn from your group.  Did you see their faces when Saphielle was explaining and she accidentally insulted McBane?  He just shrugged; he knows Geltheriel’s better right now, and he’s hoping to learn from her.”
Phil turned and looked out at the trees surrounding the tower.  “What will the party you’re not with be doing?  Patrolling near the tower?”
“I figured I’d leave the training and mana crystals behind, and they could work with them.  Training together is a great way to get to know one another.”
“That it is, dude.  Teams that train together, stay together.”
Aranos snorted.  “We should get that made into a t-shirt.”
“Who says I haven’t?” Phil laughed.  He turned and gazed curiously at Aranos.  “You know, dude, you’ve changed a bit the last couple weeks.”
Aranos blinked.  “Changed?  I don’t think I have.”
“Yeah, you have.  You’ve just taken charge, as if it was the most normal thing in the world.  You never would have done that a month ago.   You’d have told me what you wanted and let me tell everyone.”
“I don’t think I’m in charge…”  As Aranos spoke, he caught the amused look on Phil’s face and sighed.  “Okay, yeah, I guess I am.”  He frowned, thinking.  “I never really thought about it, but I think it’s from the time with the elves.  I kind of had to be in charge, because someone has to make the decisions, right?  I guess I should get out of that habit.”
“Not even a little bit,” Phil said feelingly.  “Embrace it, dude.  You’ve always been the guy with the plans, but you’ve always needed me to make them happen.  If you can do it yourself, it’ll be way easier, and a lot better for all of us.”
That plan had gone swimmingly, as far as Aranos was concerned.  He took one group in the morning and the other in the afternoon, which gave each group hours to train together and get stronger but also an equal chance to get XP.  He did his training at night, while the others slept, since he only needed a couple hours of meditation and had lots of time to kill when darkness reigned.  No one had suggested that either party – or even the combined group – grind or patrol at night.  While Aranos was certain they could do that and survive, if they had to, there was no point to risking anyone in the undead rampage that sundown brought to the forest if it wasn’t necessary.
While the undead near the tower were generally weaker – at least during the day – as they drew nearer to the city, the undead they encountered grew more powerful.  The blue-skinned, mouthless draegs and shadowy nurhuins were two such, but they’d encountered others.  They’d run into towering, 8’ tall creatures called ravants that looked like slime-covered skeletons with their internal organs intact and visible within.  These were immune to fire but took extra damage from ice and earth attacks, as well as the piercing damage of Saphielle’s spear and Longfellow’s bolts.  Their slime was mildly acidic and toxic, and Aranos had gotten some use from his Herbalism Skill removing that toxin from everyone’s system.
Most disconcertingly, they’d been attacked by a swarm of what looked like white-skinned, hairless children.  The creatures moved almost bonelessly, swarming on the ground like spiders and slithering through the trees overhead.  They were silent but had sharp claws, needle-pointed teeth, and rubbery skin that shrugged off sword blades and crossbow bolts with equal efficiency.  Geltheriel had been forced to resort to her staff to deal with the creatures, and Phil had relied primarily on his shield as a weapon.  While Silma’s teeth wouldn’t penetrate the creatures’ hides, the light damage she added to her bite did, so she and Geltheriel did most of the damage to them while Aranos focused on slowing them down with his Energy Web and keeping them from flanking the party with Energy Walls.
That night went similarly; Aranos meditated first while Saphielle and McBane kept watch.  He spent the time working on his Spells, practicing empowering them with soul mana and leveling some of the ones he hadn’t worked on in a while.  His Forge Mana Spell, for example, had once been his most vital, but he hadn’t used it much since he’d gained the High Mastery Ability.  He spent some time with it, crafting more complex items using various types of mana, including metal mana.  To his delight, he’d found that he could use the Spell to create any specific form of metal he was familiar with, although it took a significant amount of mana to make deepsteel, and attempting to use a mana-forged sword required most of his concentration and was both clumsy and inefficient.  That was fine; he was more interested in being able to create something like an auril chain to capture an enemy spellcaster or a deepsteel athame for etching runes.  He also thought that if he had to, he could probably temporarily place a layer of deepsteel on a weapon or shield for a battle.
He practiced more with his Radiant Blast, trying to replace the radiant mana with other types.  Light and darkness mana were both simple, since he’d used light before this way; the hardest part was focusing the resultant cone of energy into a narrower beam similar to a spotlight rather than a cone of flashing strobes.  It still wasn’t exactly a laser – or whatever you would call a laser made from pure darkness, he supposed – but it did give him a focused beam of energy that would pass through transparent barriers and do decent damage to undead creatures.  Lava and ooze mana, he decided, simply weren’t going to work.  At best, he could create a pressurized spray that would shoot about five feet before splattering to the ground.  Earth mana gave him a spray of stone chips, as did crystal mana.  Vacuum did nothing, and air created a gust of wind.  Really, only acid proved to be useful, and even then, he had to mix air mana into the spray to give it any distance – the last time he’d tried to make an Acid Blast, when he was avenging Silma’s death, he’d had to swoop over his target and spray down at it for it to be effective.  What he ended up with was a sort of acidic slush that used three aspects at once – air, water, and life – but that shot a good 40’ and clung to whatever it hit for a bit before melting.
He didn’t even try using death or pure void mana; channeling that would hurt him even more than the Deadly Vapors Spell did and, while death mana would damage the undead, it seemed that most undead casters used barriers of void and death mana frequently.  Trying to break through death mana with death mana wouldn’t be very fruitful. 
Instead, he practiced making bullets that were pure life or light mana rather than composites of the four elemental aspects, thinking these might be useful for dealing with the seeming prevalence of void and death barriers he’d seen among the undead.  It wasn’t hard to make a bullet-shaped form out of unaspected mana and fill it with either life or light, but it didn’t exactly do what he’d wanted.  The bullet itself was coated with unaspected mana, and that’s what would be striking a barrier, not the life or light mana that might eat through it.  He pondered the issue for some time before creating a bullet that had a flattened tip with a thinner coat of mana on it.  When he called up a vision of the bullet striking a grey barrier of death magic, rather punching through, the bullet sort of splattered onto it.  Life mana spread out across the barrier, eating through it almost like acid and leaving a hole that his next shot could easily pass through.
He also experimented a bit with his new spirit aspect.  He couldn’t use very much of it – right now, he could cast about a hundred SP of spirit mana per hour safely – but even a little of it could go a long way.  As an Enhanced aspect, it was naturally 50% better at breaking through magical barriers, and its chaotic nature added another 100% to that bonus.  Actually, Aranos wasn’t sure about that; did the 150% barrier penetration that all Enhanced mana had get doubled to 300%?  Or was it 50% plus 100% more effective, making it 150% better at penetrating shields?  It could also mean that the 50% bonus was doubled, making it only 100% more effective.  He didn’t know and wouldn’t until he’d played with it a bit.
He decided that his Composite Bullet was the best candidate for a spirit upgrade, since it didn’t use much SP naturally.  He could probably upgrade his Energy Barrage into a barrier-annihilating machine, but that Spell would probably use up his entire hour’s worth of spirit mana in a few seconds.  He called up his Composite Bullet once more and reached into it, altering the patterns of compressed mana within so that they swirled into an inward spiral.  Before, he’d been forced to layer them to keep the opposing mana types from interacting, but that wasn’t an issue anymore.  Doing that slimmed the bullet down and lengthened it a bit, creating a sharper point at the end.  Aranos sent a single thread of spirit mana flowing into it, and the bullet was suddenly awash in swirling, prismatic colors.  Aranos imagined giving it a twist and hurling it at one of the air-void barriers the Void Mages liked to create, and the bullet struck the barrier with a crack – and punched clean through as the spirit mana burst from it in a flash of rainbow light.
Finally, he spent some time practicing his two main void-based Spells, Void Paralysis and Deadly Vapors.  Both were almost ready to level up, and he was interested to see how the boost would improve them.  When he was done, he pulled up his notifications:
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Spell Boost!
The following Spells have gained a level:
Deadly Vapors
New Rank: Student 2
Create a cloud of death mana that consumes all living things within it.
Effect: Create a 2’5 x 25’ x 7' cloud of death mana that resembles a swirling, gray cloud.  This cloud is heavier than air and sinks into the lowest possible crevices it can find.  The caster can move the cloud 15’ / s.  All creatures in the cloud take 14 – 20 LP damage / s (44 – 64).  This Spell does double damage to plant life.  Damage and duration increased by 2% per Spell level.
Duration: 1 minute
Cost: 185 SP / 93 LP
Channeled Spell: The caster can channel this spell for 15 SP and 8 LP/ s to add an extra 5’ x 5’ x 5’ cube to the cloud’s volume.
I do believe you’ve got the vapors…
Void Paralysis
New Rank: Student 1
Bind an enemy in a shroud of void mana, stealing their ability to move.
Effect: Choose an enemy within 45’.  That enemy is paralyzed, held motionless within a cocoon of void mana that negates any attempts at movement.  Note that this Spell does not prevent a target from attempting to move, so especially large or powerful creatures may be able to overcome this restraint.
Duration: 2 min, +2% per Spell level
Cost: 300 SP, 75 LP
When I say freeze, you freeze, every time!
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Spell Evolution!
Spell Radiant Blast has become Channeled Blast!
Rank: Student 3
Channel a blast of aspected mana at an enemy, doing continual damage.
Effect: Fire a line of any primary or composite mana type at a target for 10-15 LP damage of that mana type per second (50 – 75).  Maximum range varies by mana type:
Aspect                                              Max Range
Vacuum, Void                                      0’
Ash, Dust, Death                        3’
Magma, Ooze                                        5’
Crystal, Earth, Ice, Metal     10’
Fire, Air, Lightning                    15’
Acid, Radiant, Water                    30’
Darkness, Life, Light, Healing         Sight

Channeled: Once cast, continues to do full damage per second for 50% of SP cost. 
Cost: 60 SP
When I play with fire, you’ll get burned…
Spell Evolution!  
Spell Composite Bullet* has become Piercing Bullet*
Rank: Adept 9
Hurl a compacted bullet of spirit-enhanced mana at an enemy, doing elemental and piercing damage to the target.
Effect: Does 12-36 LP damage to a single target within sight range (201-605), +7.5% per Spell level.  This is a combination of piercing, air, earth, fire, and water damage and is boosted by spirit mana; immunity to any of these types will reduce damage by 10% (cumulative per immunity type)
Evolved: Ignores 125% of armor or defenses, reduces magical defense strength by 75%, increases Critical Hit chance by 2% per Spell level.
Hollow Point: Add damage of one additional mana type.  This does 50% of base damage and increases the SP cost by 50%
Cost: 90 SP + 3 spirit SP
I am Death, Destroyer of anthills…
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His Deadly Vapors Spell now created a larger cloud that he could move 50% faster, which was certainly useful.  Void Paralysis worked at a greater range and cost a bit less, which meant it damaged him less to use it.  And his Composite Bullet had Evolved once again, although he wouldn’t be using the newest version unless he had a barrier he really wanted to get through.  He could only cast about 35 of the new bullets per hour before he ran out of spirit mana, and he wasn’t about to cannibalize his already low Perception. 
The big change, though, was his Radiant Blast Spell.  It had become a Channeled Blast and let him fire almost any type of mana he wanted, albeit with vastly different levels of effectiveness.  He guessed that spraying a cloud of ash out to 3’ could be useful to block a fire attack or to take down a Fire Wall, but he couldn’t see using it as an attack.  Darkness, life, and light mana could be fired at any target he could see, but they also tended to do lower amounts of damage.  It looked like acid, radiant, and water mana were his best bets for hitting anything at any real range and doing significant damage.
His Int and Wis training hadn’t given him any points that night, although he’d be getting two points the next night.  The Physical Stat training, though, boosted all his Physical Stats by 4 and his Per by 2.  That pushed his Dex up over 50, which gave him a 25% boost to the results of any Dexterity-based crafting Skills and a bump to his ranged attacks and damage.  If he kept training daily, his Agil would cross that barrier the next night, while Str and End would need two more days.  He was getting stronger, there was no doubt, and he was feeling fairly confident about the battles ahead. 
They’d continued to push closer to the city the next day, with Aranos then spending the night in Stat and Skill training, then reading up on Elven Lore and studying more with the crafting items Ilmadia had given him.  His Lore study focused on a group called the Order of Moonlight, a veritable army of adventurers led by four female elves who had apparently become so powerful that they journeyed to the Bottomless Pit – Ka’s version of Hell, as far as Aranos could tell – and had faced the god Morx in his temple.  Most had died in the process, but in so doing, they’d wounded him, something that was supposed to be impossible for a god, and that wound would never heal.  Now, the legend read, the heroes of the Order of Moonlight dwelled on the Mountain of Light as the highest and most trusted servants of their gods.  Aranos filed the story away in his mind and resolved to look into it more deeply later.  If the Order had wounded a god – did that mean there was a way to kill one?  Or to recall those heroes to undo the Feast?  It was worth looking into.
His training that night had led to some good bonuses, as well:
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Skill Boosts!
Lore (Elven History, T) has gained a Level!
New Rank: Student 2
Student Level Ability: Identify Uncommon elements of elven history.  Add your Skill level as a bonus to any Int or Cha-based Skill checks with elves.
Lore (Metallurgy, T) has gained a Level!
New Rank: Student 3
Student Level Ability: Identify Uncommon metals with no check needed.  All other metals are considered one level of Rarity lower when making checks to identify them.  Thus, Rare metals are treated as Uncommon, Exotic as Rare, etc. 
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You have increased your Agil Stat to more than 50 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:
Dodge: You gain a bonus to your Dodge Skill equal to half your Agil (rounded down)
Movement Speed: Your base movement speed is increased by 25%
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This morning, he’d set out with Phil’s group and had encountered the draegs and nurhuins for the first time.  It had been a tough battle, but he’d been able to use his fire mana to offset the draeg’s freezing auras, and the nurhuins were very susceptible to Geltheriel’s shadow-based attacks.  This afternoon was the first time he’d encountered one of the void mages since that first encounter, though, and they’d presented a new level of difficulty. 
Really, Aranos had been expecting this.  According to Geltheriel’s maps, he and his party were within shouting distance of the city walls, and the patrols had become much more dangerous.  It was only going to be a matter of time before they faced a force with a stronger caster than the vangolors.  They moved as stealthily as they could, but the undead’s Ability to sense them inevitably drew attacks such as these. 
This last battle had been the most difficult one yet, since McBane simply wasn’t as lethal to the nurhuins as Geltheriel was, but they’d managed.  Now, they continued their patrol, dropping back into Stealth and heading toward the city that Aranos knew had to be just ahead.  They slipped through the forest, Aranos still guiding them around the wards littering the area, and finally pushed through the edge of the trees within sight of the city of Antas.
The first thing Aranos noticed was that the ground between the forest and the city wasn’t just bare of trees; it was completely denuded of all plant life.  When he touched the soil with his One with Nature Ability, it felt dead and sterile; nothing would grow there, no matter how much time passed.  The earth was gray, ashen, and compacted into a hard surface.  Fine, gritty dust blew across the ground and swirled into Aranos’ face.  His Composite Armor kept the particles out of his eyes but didn’t protect his mouth and nose, and he snorted to clear the sudden tickle from his nostrils. 
The walls of Antas rose in the distance, their dark, grey surface a grim boundary to the barren ground before the party.  Distant figures moved atop the wall, indistinct through the haze of dust but clearly patrolling the wall regularly.  That was one advantage to using the undead for your guards; they didn’t get tired or bored but would pace their section of wall eternally if ordered to.  Towers rose starkly beyond the wall, clearly crumbled and broken despite how blurred and hazy their image was at this distance. 
Antas, he had learned in his studies, was something of a rarity in the Elven Realms: rather than being strung across the tops of an ancient forest, as most other elven cities were, the city had been built of stone and steel by three races working together.  Most of the surface structures had been erected by human hands, while the dwarves tunneled into the stone below the city and crafted a massive underground stronghold.  The elves had fashioned the great towers aboveground and the Library and Vault below, then Enchanted the entire city with their magic.  That the wall still stood, unbroken and grim, was a testament to the skills of those ancient peoples working together.
And yet, none of that held Aranos’ attention.  His gaze was drawn to the air above and the ground beneath the wall, where his Mana Sight blazed brilliantly no matter what aspect he chose to view.  The entire city radiated magical power, but surrounding it was a haze of necrotic energy that shrouded everything in a dome that started less than a hundred feet from where they stood.  The moment he took a step forward, a notification flashed in his vision:
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New Region Discovered: Fallen Realm of Antas
Corruption Level: High (6 CP / day)
Necrotic Zone: This region is filled with necrotic mana, sapping the life and vitality of all living creatures.  Any living creature entering this zone loses 1 point from each of their Physical Stats, plus an additional point per hour within.  Spells, Abilities, or Perks that prevent Corruption do not prevent necrotic damage.  This damage can only be healed by restorative mana and cannot be healed within the Necrotic Zone.
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Aranos halted and looked at his Stats; none of them had dropped, yet, meaning that while he was in the region of Antas, he hadn’t entered the Necrotic Zone. With a rising sense of dread, he walked carefully toward the dome of energy blazing before him, his Sense Mana Skill active and reaching for the outer edge of the structure.  As his mind touched it, he recoiled; the power there was vast and far beyond his ability to alter or disjoin.  Still, he touched it again, more gently, not trying to change it but simply observing.  As he realized what he saw, he swore silently and stalked back to the tree-line.
“There’s a ward over the entire city,” he told the others shortly, frustration creeping into his voice.  “It’s huge, and there’s no way I can undo it.  I don’t even think I could pry an opening into it, to be honest.”
“Is this a, now-I’ve-got-you-and-you’re-mine sort of ward?” Longfellow asked curiously.  “Or a touch-this-and-suffer type?”
“More of a touch-this-and-go-respawn,” Aranos corrected.  “There’s a dome of necrotic mana surrounding the city, and I’m pretty sure that crossing it will suck the life right out of you.
“And even if we could cross it,” he continued, “the whole city is a big ball of necrotic energy.  It’ll drain a point from each of your Physical Stats just for entering it and another every hour you’re inside.  I’m going to need to create a Spell to deal with this, I think.  In any case, we aren’t getting in through the walls.  We’ll need to start looking seriously for that tunnel.”
The trip back to the watchtower was somewhat quieter and less jovial than the trip outward had been.  Saphielle was stoic as always, of course, but McBane and Rhys seemed melancholy, and even the usually flippant Longfellow was quiet and withdrawn. 
“We’ll just have to start spreading out and looking for the escape tunnel, then,” Phil shrugged when Aranos came back and reported what they’d discovered.  “Maybe you could make a charm for each of us like the one you gave Silma?”
“I could try,” Aranos sighed.  “I’ve got to figure out a Spell to keep out the necrotic damage from the zone anyways.  A day in there unprotected would have most of us down to almost our starting Stats.”  He straightened his shoulders.  “No point in being upset.  There’s got to be a way, and I’m sure we’ll find it.  We almost have to be looking in the right direction for the tunnel – this was still an elven city, so I doubt they’d try to escape toward human or dwarven lands – but if we can’t find it, we might have to start circling around the city a bit more to search.”
The group was a bit more subdued as they gathered around the fire that night, but Phil managed to entertain them with stories of his and Aranos’ past gaming experiences.  “So, we’re sitting there facing these illithids,” the man was grinning.  “You have to remember, Aranos is supposed to be this brainless Barbarian – you know, all muscles, not a thought in his head – and he challenges the chief squid-head to a mental duel.  The squid goes for it, because why wouldn’t it?  It’s going to win, and while it’s doing that, its lackeys are surrounding us and getting ready to make us a meal. 
“Thing is, Aranos had pumped the bejeezus out of his character’s Will Stat so that he didn’t go all crazy when he raged, so the squid couldn’t take him, but he doesn’t have the Mind Stat to hurt the squid, either.  They’re at this impasse, so how does he break it?  He walks up to the illithid, who can’t break the contact or it’ll lose the duel, and hits it in the face with this huge axe.  Chops its head right in half and frees the rest of us from the paralysis so we can take down its minions.  And the best part is what Aranos said afterward…”
“Oh, God,” Aranos groaned, covering his face with his hands.  “Why are you telling this?”
“He looked down at the squid and said – I kid you not – ‘Next time, don’t lose your head’.”  Phil imitated the horrible, Schwarzenegger-like accent Aranos had tried and failed miserably to pull off.  The Travelers snorted with laughter, and even the elves chuckled, certainly not getting the reference but appreciating the ridiculousness of the pun.
“See, Meridian, he’s the one you want to pressure into doing that stupid voice,” McBane told the Shaman.  “If nothing else, your wiles might work better on him.”
“Not with stabby elf girl over there watching me,” Meridian laughed.  “Nope, leaving him all alone.”
“You are welcome to make the attempt,” Saphielle shrugged.  “Should he respond, you would not be the one in danger, Shaman.”  The woman gazed calmly at Aranos, but he saw the twinkle deep in her eyes.
“I do believe that was the Avenger’s attempt at humor,” Rhys murmured with a smile.  “As it was the first such effort we have seen from her, I believe we should forgive how badly it was done.”
The tension broken, the group chatted easily for a while before Geltheriel took watch and everyone else found their tents.  Aranos retreated to the top floor of the tower, where he would have more quiet to work on the Spell creation and Enchanting he needed to do.  As almost an afterthought, he grabbed everyone’s weapons and armor; if he was going to be Enchanting, he might as well take care of his party’s stuff at the same time.
His Elemental Ward was active, so everyone else had to remain on the ground floor where they’d be safe, but he had a couple of advantages.  First, he would know right away if the Ward was activated, so he’d have time to retreat to the ground, even if it meant flying out the window to do it.  Second, his Composite Armor could protect him from thousands of LP damage before collapsing, so even if he was caught in the Ward, he’d be able to make it to the safe area without getting hurt.
Once he was settled, he began removing some of the metal samples from the sack Ilmadia had given him.  If he was going to be Enchanting everyone’s gear, it only made sense to upgrade the materials at the same time.  He might even try to turn at least one weapon into faymetal; that weapon wouldn’t be able to be Enchanted after, but he had some thoughts on how he might be able to Runecraft it.  Even if his idea failed, a faymetal weapon or shield would be great against enemy spellcasters.
As he looked at the gear scattered around him, he sighed and set it down.  The Spell needed to come first, especially since he wasn’t sure he could create it in a single sitting.  Enchanting the party’s gear was important, but he honestly wasn’t convinced the disjoining trinkets would be useful.  Splitting up to search for the escape tunnel seemed like a good idea on the surface, but realistically, only two or three members of the party could hunt for it in any practical sense.  He was certain that both Geltheriel and Silma had the Perception to find a hidden tunnel and the speed necessary to escape if the undead sensed their presence.  McBane was Stealthy, but Stealth didn’t seem to work against the senses of the undead, and if he was caught, he wasn’t likely to escape.  Aranos could probably join the hunt himself; his Perception wasn’t great, but if anyone had used the tunnel in the last few years, his Tracking Skill would tell him.  The problem with that was that his Flight Spell wouldn’t be as effective under the forest canopy, but he wouldn’t be able to search from above the trees, and without the speed and maneuverability of the Spell, he wouldn’t be able to escape an ambush any better than McBane would.
He dismissed those thoughts and closed his eyes, focusing his thoughts and picturing what he wanted from this Spell.  While creating it in his mindscape would be faster and easier, it would also cut him off from what was going on outside; if the tower was attacked, he might not realize it until his ward was breached and he started taking damage.  With a mental shrug, he began to create the Spell he needed.
He decided to try the most obvious idea first.  The simplest thing would be to create a shell of restorative mana that would encompass the entire group, annulling necrotic energy that touched it.  The concept wasn’t difficult, but creating a weave of soul and life mana that held together and covered that kind of distance was tougher than he’d imagined.  At first, the dome simply collapsed when he created it; after some examination, he realized that nothing was holding it together, so the individual threads succumbed to gravity the moment he stopped holding them. 
He started again, this time carefully weaving the strands of restorative mana in a crosshatch pattern.  The dome held its shape this time, but the moment he envisioned it being surrounded by necromantic mana, he realized his mistake.  That loose pattern of mana left thousands of tiny holes in the construct, and necrotic energy streamed past it like water through a sieve.
Sighing, he went back to the start, this time weaving the pattern much more tightly.  That would require more SP, of course, but his Spell couldn’t be cost-effective if it wasn’t actually effective.  When he recast it in his mental vision, the dome held, and the necrotic energy was repelled; at least, for a few minutes.  As he watched, the dome eroded, frayed, and collapsed.
Aranos shook his head.  The issue was that the dome was annulling the necrotic energy, as he’d hoped, but the necrotic mana was doing the same to the strands of the dome.  He could maintain it by adding more restorative mana, but so long as there was more necrotic energy than restorative, the dome would eventually collapse.  Aranos had a feeling that there would be a lot more of the vile mana within the city than he could counter, so that was going to be a losing proposition.
What he needed was to hold the necrotic mana out, not counter it.  He needed to create a barrier that would repel the energy without being consumed by it.  The problem was, no lesser aspect was going to work for that; Enhanced mana was much stronger than Primary, and the constant pressure of all that necrotic mana would collapse even his strongest shield fairly rapidly.  He could empower the shield with soul mana, but that would just make it take a bit longer.  Soul mana itself might work, but he had a feeling that soul mana wouldn’t hold out much of anything on its own; it was too adaptive, too easily shifted into other forms.  Heck, he might end up with a shield made completely of necrotic mana at that rate…
He stopped as he realized what the solution was.  A shield of necrotic mana.  It wouldn’t be fun to make, but so long as he didn’t use it to animate undead, he should be free from Corruption.  The necrotic energy should work to hold out more of its own aspect, so long as he wove it tightly, and it wouldn’t be decayed or eroded in the city.  The thing he had to be sure of was to make sure his dome wouldn’t radiate any of its debilitating energy down on the party beneath…and that he used less than 50 SP of it, so it didn’t drain his Wis just by casting the Spell. 
The first thing that Aranos realized was that a shield of pure necrotic energy wasn’t going to be possible.  It would take far too much SP; casting it would probably drain his Wis Stat by 4 or 5 points each time.  That wouldn’t work in the short or long term.  What he needed was a thin layer of necrotic mana on top of a solid barrier that would support it but would allow the party to attack at range. 
The simplest thing to use would be air mana, but that would also stop their ranged attackers.  In fact, any sort of primary mana that was solid enough to hold up a necrotic shell would also work to stop attacks.  At first thought, that seemed like a bonus, but Aranos realized that was short-sighted.  He knew that eventually, they’d be assaulted by undead and that, if enough of the creatures swarmed them at once, any solid barrier would eventually fail.  When it did, the shield would stop protecting them from the disabling effect of the city, and they’d be fighting the undead and the weakening necrotic zone at once.
What was needed was something that would bind the necrotic shield into a stable form but would let attacks pass through in both directions.  He simply couldn’t think of anything that fit that description off the top of his head.  He wasn’t sure of a mana type that was stable but immaterial at the same time…
As he considered, his eyes fell on the bar of faymetal he’d taken out earlier.  It’s stable and solid, he mused, but only because the metal matrix holding it together is. A lattice of necrotic energy wouldn’t take many SP to craft, and Aranos could use more spirit mana than he could necrotic.  The shield would resist magic of any kind, thanks to the spirit energy, but it wouldn’t stop anyone or anything from passing through it. 
Actually building the necessary lattice was difficult, of course.  Aranos had to create an interconnected weave of necrotic energy that would guide the spirit mana through it without letting it dissipate while minimizing the amount of necrotic mana necessary.  That meant that the strands of necrotic energy couldn’t ever touch or cross one another; if they did, that would mean that two strands were supporting the same point, which would be wasted energy.  Fortunately, there were a number of fractal patterns that could do what he wanted.  It only took him five tries to find one that used four curling, looping strands of necrotic energy that wound near one another without touching. 
Hesitantly, he imagined slowly adding spirit mana into the dome he’d woven in his mind.  The chaotic, prismatic energy raced through the dome, following the looping patterns he’d woven – and then flooding into the atmosphere in a wash of entropy.  Aranos sighed and tried again, examining the construct.  Once more, the energy flooded the system, and it just as quickly fled it, as well.  This time, though, he’d seen what had happened: he hadn’t linked the four strands to one another, so the moment spirit energy reached the end of a strand, it had nowhere to go except out into the air.
Aranos grimaced and looped the strands into one another, creating a single, endless strand of necrotic mana.  He flooded the construct with spirit mana in his mind once again.  The energy rushed through the loops, twisting and spiraling, swirling chaotically through the fractal pattern – and held firm.  The dark green dome took on a faintly prismatic sheen, and when Aranos released his mental hold on it, it remained stable.
It took him another few minutes to anchor the Spell to himself, so that it would follow him around, and to practice it enough times in his mind that he felt comfortable spinning out the lattice without too much effort.  Once he had it down, he began picturing himself under the dome, surrounded by necrotic mana in every direction.  The vile energy pressed against his shield but was unable to penetrate, held back by the spirit energy and unable to devour the necrotic matrix holding it in place.
Aranos spent some time pouring SP into the Spell, but he could tell that he wasn’t going to finish it that day.  The construct didn’t require a lot of mana, but it was very complex and, thanks to the huge investment of Enhanced mana required, it soaked up SP like a sponge.  That was fine; they hadn’t even discovered a way into the city yet, so his shield wouldn’t be necessary for a couple days, at least.  Worst-case scenario, he could partially deplete his mana crystal to hurry the process along, although he hoped that wouldn’t be necessary, since the crystal hadn’t quite fully restored itself from the last time he drained it.
After thirty minutes or so of working on the Spell, Aranos turned his attention to the weapons and armor arrayed on the floor around him.  He started simply, with Meridian’s gear.  Her hammer didn’t need to be anything like deepsteel or truesilver – she rarely used it – but he did shift it to arcane silver so it could take an Enchantment better.  He inscribed it with runes to make it lighter and hit harder, then Enchanted it to improve Wisdom and to do light mana damage.  He turned her armor and shield into arcane silver as well and inscribed them with runes of protection and durability.  He gave her armor resistance to magic, as well, and Enchanted it with boosts to her SP and LP regen.
There wasn’t much he could do to improve either Longfellow’s or McBane’s leather armor.  Both were already higher quality than anything he could make, unless he got lucky with his Greater Creation Perk.  He could, however, use his Leatherworking Skill to inscribe runes along them for Defense and Stealth.  He filled in the runes with a trace of auril to help channel the energy more effectively – he knew that runes in substances like leather or stone weren’t usually as potent because the material didn’t channel mana well – and then laid an Enchantment that boosted Longfellow’s Dex and McBane’s Agil.
In a similar fashion, Aranos could use his Carving Skill to Runecraft Longfellow’s crossbows, giving them boosts to Attack and damage.  He laid Enchantments that allowed the Archer to add fire or light damage to any bolts fired, as well.  He added bonuses to Attack and Damage to McBane’s twin blades, as well, and coated the stabbing tips of each with a fine layer of deepsteel.
Phil’s armor and shield got much the same treatment as Meridian’s.  His sword, though, Aranos spent some extra time on.  The Spellsword’s blade was a simple longsword, about three feet long with a tapered point and dual cutting edges.  Aranos began by transforming the spine of the blade into a core of auril, making it stronger and lighter; he also hoped that the auril would enhance any Spells Phil cast using the sword.  He wrapped the auril in arcane silver, then transformed the point and cutting edges into a very thin layer of deepsteel.  He shifted the pommel into a thin layer of arcane silver laid over a core of hauratite, with fine threads of auril radiating out from the pommel to the base of the blade.
He gave the blade runes of durability, sharpness, and damage, but he spent some time etching a layer of sub-runes that defined those properties more specifically.  It took him two hours simply to etch the runes and fill them with auril to help conduct the mana more effectively.  Once that was done, he linked the runes with Enchantments to boost the Spellsword’s Physical Stats even further.  He connected the runes and Enchantments to the hauratite pommel core, then poured SP into it.  Ilmadia’s book hadn’t been exaggerating hauratite’s ability to absorb energy: he dumped over a thousand SP into it before it was full.  The new blade gleamed a brilliant silver-blue, with purple-sheened edges and a tracery of golden runes across the surface.  It weighed about the same as it had before, but it felt much stronger and practically blazed with Enchantments.
Finally, Aranos picked up Saphielle’s spear.  He’d already Enchanted one for her, but he was hoping to do something different with this one.  He etched runes and wove Enchantments into the solid, wooden shaft, making it stronger, lighter, and boosting its wielder’s Attack and damage.  The blade of the spear, though, he carefully altered, shifting the patterns of the metal, widening and lengthening the spearhead to create a looser crystalline lattice.  The resultant blade looked and felt weaker, almost flimsy, but Aranos wasn’t finished.
Carefully, he trickled spirit mana into the steel.  The energy roiled and swirled through the metal, bound and contained by the pattern Aranos had carefully crafted.  The chaotic power snapped and darted about randomly, but Aranos’ patterns held it in place.  Instead of odd swirls or ripples of color, strange, runic shapes began appearing and vanishing on the surface.  The blade almost seemed to twist in Aranos’ hand, but after a moment it seemed to settle as a bright, chromatic aura glowed from the spearhead.
Aranos wanted to shout with excitement as he realized that his idea had worked.  Since the spirit energy followed whatever patterns he created in the metal matrix bounding it, he’d simply made the patterns into a runeform themselves.  It hadn’t been easy, but the crystalline matrix of the spearhead was now a runeform enhancing the spear’s sharpness, strength, and durability.  Excited to see the results of his work, Aranos pulled up his waiting notifications, skimming over most of them except for the last four:
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Crafting Success!
You have Enchanted: Ascendant Blade
Type: One-handed
Damage: 48 - 72
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: Attack +125%, Armor Penetration +140%, Attack Speed +25%, Spell Power to Spells cast on/through blade +30%, never needs sharpening, cannot be broken by normal means.
On activation: Elemental Weapon – Can do air, earth, fire, or water damage (or any Composite of these) on attacks for 1 min.
Charged Item: This item requires 1 charge to do elemental damage or 2 charges to do composite damage.
Hauratite Core: Charges are regained whenever this sword is exposed to mana: 1 charge per 20 SP of mana cast through it or contacting it. 
Current Charges: 1,146
Skill Boost: High Enchantment (T) has gained a Level!
New Rank: Expert 1
Expert Level Ability: You may add an additional Runeform and Enchantment to any item.  20% Chance to produce an Enhanced result.  Chances of a critical failure are reduced by your [Dex / 2], rounded down.
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Crafting Success!
You have Enchanted: High Faymetal Spear
Type: Two-Handed
Damage: 34 - 52
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: Cannot be broken, can affect creatures usually resistant to piercing damage, Attack +125%; Armor Penetration +167%; Attack Speed + 68%; Double damage to Summoned, Enchanted, or Spellcasting creatures; Triple damage to magical barriers or animated creatures.
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Skill Evolved: Skill Blacksmithing has become Faysmithing (T)^
New Rank: Adept 6
Can forge high quality items from mundane metals up to Uncommon rarity.  Can repair or modify metal armor or weapons.  All crafted items are automatically one Rank higher in Quality.  Quality additionally increased +4% per Skill level.
Evolved: You can forge faymetal from Fine quality base metals.
Student Level Ability: You can craft mundane items up to Fine Quality.
Adept Level Ability: You can craft mundane items up to Excellent Quality.  You can craft Enchanted faymetal items.
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Both the sword and the spear had come out as Masterwork Quality and had phenomenal bonuses to them, but with one Skill leveling up and the other Evolving, Aranos was feeling inspired.  His own Enchanted items were really pretty outdated and weak compared to what he could do, now, and while he was proud of everything he’d crafted, he wanted to try something unique that was just for him.
He took out a heavy, gold chain with a palm-sized medallion and touched it with his Sense Mana Skill and High Mastery.  It was a Fine quality item, but he thought he might be able to improve on that a bit.  He started by shifting the core of the medallion into a lump of hauratite, then connected small nodules of rusilver, nemsilver, vilsilver, and ontsilver to it using strands of auril.  He turned the rest of the necklace into arcane silver, but he spent an hour carefully crafting the patterns of the metal around the central core.  Those patterns wound around the interior of the medallion and through the chain, forged of pure truesilver that he hoped wouldn’t transfer mana out into the surrounding metal.  Once it was worked as perfectly as he could manage, Aranos quickly Appraised the nonmagical item:

Appraisal Success!
You have discovered: Arcane-crafted Medallion
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Special: As this item is specifically crafted to receive High Enchantments, it can accept 50% more Runes and Enchantments than normal (10 Enchantments, 6 Runes).
 
Aranos put the medallion down and began to sketch out the runes he wanted, including the numerous sub-runes.  He could put six runeforms on this, and he intended to use all six.  At the same time, he needed the runes to complement the truesilver patterns he’d laid down, and he had to make sure it all fit exactly with the binding points of the medallion, where he’d be linking his Enchantments.  Once he was certain the runes were as accurate as he could make them, he painstakingly etched them in the metal, not using an athame as he normally would, but using his High Mastery Ability to convert thin lines of arcane silver into auril.  That allowed him to make the runes three-dimensional so that they would wrap around the truesilver patterns, but it also ate deeply into his SP pool, and he stopped to rest whenever his SP dropped to 50%. 
When that was complete, he tied the Enchantments into the binding points, using them to connect the six Runeforms he’d crafted to one another and to the hauratite core in the center of the medallion.  The Enchantments wound throughout the main talisman and spiraled along the attached chain, linking the whole into one, enormous Enchantment.  Five of the Enchantments linked the six runes he’d crafted, while the other five linked the Enchantments to one another and to the central core.
Finally, Aranos felt like the medallion was as ready as he could get it.  First, he connected to the buried veins of truesilver and trickled spirit mana into them, watching carefully as the entropic energy twisted and wound through the patterns of metal, following the wide gaps in the crystal in a swirling, spiral flow that never let any of the energy out into the surrounding metal.  As the truesilver filled, Aranos let out a sigh of relief; his biggest fear had been that he wouldn’t have been able to meld the faymetal into the interior of the medallion without the energy leaking into the rest, which would have essentially ruined the item.
Once he was certain the spirit energy was flowing the way it was supposed to, Aranos poured SP into the hauratite core, adding 50 SP of soul mana for good measure.  The medallion shuddered in his hands as he channeled nearly two-thousand SP into it, and he prepared to drop it if it started to overheat, but the hidden strands of auril channeled the mana just as he’d hoped they would.  Once he felt resistance to his channeling, he let the flow stop and examined what he’d made:
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Greater Creation Success!
Your Talisman of High Sorcery has Evolved into Unique Amulet!
Rarity: Unique
Quality: Artifact
Unique Item!
This item is a unique item and cannot be replicated or Deconstructed.  All bonuses are increased by 25%.  As the creator of this item, you can choose a unique name for it!
Soul-bound: This item cannot be lost, stolen, or destroyed.
Effects: While worn, this Amulet doubles Spell Power and halves Casting Speed for all Spells.  All SP costs for Spells are increased by 50%, but resistance to Spells cast is reduced by 75%.  One extra Spell can be cast at once with the Multicast Ability.  SP Regen is increased by +50%.  All Stats +25. 
Faymetal Resistance: This Amulet has an Enchanted faymetal core that grants the wearer +50% resistance to all hostile magic and reduces the duration of any magical effects on the wearer, hostile or otherwise, by 50%.
Charged Item: A caster can expend charges to empower Spells or Abilities.  Each charge spent increases the power of a Spell or Ability by +10%.  This item regains 4 charges per day naturally. 
Current Charges: 3,174
Limitation: This item can only be worn by a Sorcerer with at least Expert ranks in Mana Control and Mana Manipulation.  Any other Class or creature attempting to use this item instead suffers Mana Burn for as long as the amulet is worn, plus 1 hour afterward. 
For Crafting a Unique Item:
-1,000 XP
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Unique Items
Unique items are great creations that, once made, can never be duplicated.  They are usually forged for specific individuals and often only function for that individual or a creature very like that individual.  They often have bonuses that are difficult for all but the greatest Enchanters to reproduce.
Unique items cannot be Deconstructed or replicated through Skills, Abilities or Spells.  It is possible to craft an item that mimics a unique item, but these replicas generally fall short of the power of the unique item.
Crafting a Unique Item: It is not possible to specifically intend to create a unique item, nor can an Enchanter who crafted a unique item replicate the feat at will.  Unique items are created through a confluence of many factors, and random chance plays a large role in their construction. 
Limitations: Unique items are meant for a specific individual and cannot be used by every creature.  A creature attempting to use a unique item not suited for them might find the item less effective, nonfunctional, or even damaging to them.  Certain Skills and Abilities may allow a creature to subvert these limitations.


World’s First!
You are the first player to craft a unique item!
As such, you receive the Title: The Artificer
Title: The Artificer
Your crafts are extraordinary and may exceed the normal limits for crafted items.
Effect: All items you craft are increased one rank in Quality and Rarity.  This can allow you to create Mythical items or, if an item would have Mythical Quality or Rarity, to craft an item of Deific Quality or Impossible Rarity (these ranks are normally not achievable by mortal crafters).
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Aranos stared at the amulet in shock; that had turned out way, way better than he’d ever imagined it would, thanks to the boost from his Greater Creation Perk.  He’d originally thought that the Perk was random, but he’d started to notice that it tended to kick in more often when he was crafting more carefully, or when something was more important to him.  The Perk itself simply read that any item he crafted had a 10% chance to spontaneously Evolve.  If it happened more often when he was crafting with care, maybe any item had a chance to Evolve based on the effort and thought put into it, and his Perk just increased that chance by 10%?  If that was the case, he needed to start taking a lot more care with his crafting.
Even so, he took a minute to appreciate that he’d crafted a unique item.  Apparently, he would never have to worry about losing the amulet, as it was Soul-bound, and the boosts it gave were amazing.  Of course, there were downsides to the powerful necklace, as well, but his boosts to SP cost were already significant enough that the penalty wasn’t crippling, and the fact that it reduced his personal Spells’ duration was offset by the fact that it doubled the duration of all his Spells. 
He donned the necklace, feeling the energies of it rolling through his body as he did.  Instantly, a prompt popped up asking him if he wanted to name the amulet.  He thought about that for a bit and considered naming it after himself – Aranos’ Amulet, or something like that – but he recalled that in a lot of games and stories, the most powerful items had actual names.  Smiling, he chose a name and watched the item’s description change from “Unique Amulet” to “Sumeilain, the First Sorcerer’s Sigil”.  It was a bit of alliteration, but ‘sumeilain’ meant ‘hidden rainbow’ in an old Elven dialect, according to what he’d read in Ruehnar’s book.
His thoughts were interrupted as a tingle in his mind told him that the first layer of his Elemental Ward had just activated.  Aranos swore silently and rose to his feet, staring out the window.  The moon was waning tonight and hidden behind a cover of thin, wispy clouds that cloaked the forest below in a sea of shadows.  Aranos called up his Night Vision, and instantly the scene below resolved before him.  Gasping, he rushed back and grabbed the Enchanted gear he’d been working on before activating his Flight Spell.  He quickly leaped out the window, gliding down to the ground and soaring in the door to where the others were sleeping. 
“Wake up!” he shouted, accompanying his cries with a short blast of sonic mana that squealed painfully in the confines of the room.  “We’re being attacked!”
Saphielle and Geltheriel were the first to respond, leaping from their tents, both instantly alert and ready for battle.  That made sense; the two Warriors had spent their entire lives being ready to rush to battle, after all.  Rhys and Phil burst out about the same time, the Spellsword’s armor appearing from his inventory as he scrambled from the tent.  Somewhat predictably, Longfellow was the last to emerge, rubbing his eyes blearily. 
“What the bloody hell,” the man muttered.  “I was having the most amazing dream, mate!  See, there were these two elf girls who wanted me to craft them armor…”
“Please stop,” McBane said tiredly.  “Just – stop, before one of the two elf Warriors who could easily kill you sends you to respawn, yeah?”
“Oh, yeah, forgot about that,” Longfellow murmured, glancing nervously at Geltheriel and Saphielle, both of whom were pointedly ignoring him.  “Sorry about that.  We’ll just keep the part about the chain mail bikinis to ourselves, then.”
Aranos sighed and held up a hand.  “Okay, let’s focus, people.  The attack we figured would eventually come is here.  We’ve got an undead horde outside banging on my air shield, so we need to get ready.”
“Horde?” Phil repeated.  “How big is a horde, precisely?”
“I didn’t count, because there are more than I conveniently could count,” Aranos replied grimly.
“We should have a significant amount of time, Redeemer,” Saphielle shrugged.  “The shield held for some time against the urukkai, as I recall.”
Aranos shook his head.  “We’re surrounded, and the undead are stronger than the uruks were.  Plus, vangolors and those void mages can unravel the shield if they work together.  I figure we’ll have less than a minute before the barrier drops and they enter.
“We’re going to make them come to us,” he continued.  “They’ll be weaker on Redeemed ground, and the tower gives us some defense.  Longfellow and I will head upstairs to use the height of the second story windows to gain range.  Phil, Saphielle and Silma will hold the door; Geltheriel and McBane, you’ll deal with any who make it past or hold the line if one of the others has to fall back.”
“I’m not a tank,” McBane protested.  “Geltheriel and I are DPS; we’d be better out there, hitting the flanks from Stealth.”
“The undead can see through my Stealth, Rogue,” Geltheriel snorted.  “They will certainly detect yours.  How long do you think you will last outside the tower, unable to hide, pursued by undead who do not tire?”  McBane frowned for a moment, then nodded his head.
“You can be a kind of dodge tank, hon,” Meridian supplied with a laugh.  “They have those, right?”  McBane eyed her darkly and sighed.
“If we can hold the door, we can do this,” Aranos continued.  “Between what Longfellow and I can do from above and the wall you guys can make of the door, they’ll tear themselves to pieces against us.  Oh, especially with what I did to your gear!” 
Aranos began taking out the Enchanted items and handing them out.  The humans took their new weapons with some amazement, especially Phil.  “Dude, this sword is amazing!” the Spellsword gushed, brandishing the blade.  “The Stats are awesome, and it’s perfectly designed to let me cast Spells through it.  Am I reading this right; I can do any kind of energy damage with it?”
“Elemental damage,” Aranos corrected.  “There are lots of other types of energy.”
“Okay, but I can still make this thing a lava sword, right?”  Phil looked as eager as a kid with a new toy, and Aranos couldn’t help but smile.
“Yeah, or ice, if you wanted.  Technically, I guess you could make it a mud blade, but I don’t know when that would be useful.”
“Redeemer,” Saphielle began slowly, staring at her spear, “how did you find a spearhead made of faymetal?  Was this among the treasures of Haerobel?  Such weapons are rare beyond my ability to describe it.”
“I made it,” Aranos shrugged.  “I figured out how to forge faymetal, thanks to the book and samples Ilmadia gave me.  Your spear was the first weapon I ever tried, actually.  It’s time-consuming, and I can’t make a lot, but I know you needed it…”
His words cut off as Saphielle’s lips fastened to his, warm and yielding.  Her strong hands grasped the back of his neck, pulling him toward her, and her hot tongue slipped between his parted lips.  Aranos froze for a moment, stunned, then wrapped his arms about her and returned her embrace.  Her armored torso was cold and unyielding, making the gentleness of her kiss all the more startling by contrast. 
How long the moment lasted, Aranos wasn’t sure, but a cough from Phil shattered the moment, and reluctantly, Aranos pulled away from the woman and released her.  Her skin was flushed, her eyes shone brightly, and her gaze was fastened securely on him. 
“You see?  My dream was bloody right!” Longfellow spoke up.  “Crafters get all the ladies!  Mate, you’ve got to teach me how to make chain mail bikinis…oof!”  He cut off as Meridian elbowed him squarely in the gut. 
The Shaman snorted.  “You’d be lucky to score with some dwarf grandma, Shortfellow.  Stick with peeping; that’s the closest you’ll get to real action.”
“Not necessarily,” McBane grinned.  “I think there was a cathouse back in Stoneleague.  Maybe if we score a ton of loot, he can pay someone to give him a kiss.  I mean, if there’s enough in the city to convince a girl to do that.”
Longfellow scoffed dramatically.  “I’ll have you know, I haven’t had to pay for affection since at least our last logout.  I wouldn’t have, normally, but my mum can be terribly stingy with her hugs.”
Even Aranos laughed at that, and the awkwardness of the moment passed.  “The gifts are welcome, Oathbinder – not that I would thank you in quite the same fashion as the Lieutenant,” Geltheriel said, her eyes twinkling with mirth, “but is there not an undead horde, as you called it, clamoring to meet us?  Or did the two of you need a few more moments?”
“There will be time later,” Saphielle declared nonchalantly, hefting her new weapon.  “First, we will face this horde and destroy it.  Then…”  She gave Aranos a serious look, and he felt his face flush again.  Fortunately, before he had to answer, the air shield fell.  The earth began to rumble and shake as the next part of the Spell kicked in, and the players shared nervous glances.
“What the heck?” Meridian asked, her eyes darting around.  “Is there some kind of giant out there?”
“One might recall that the second part of this Spell involves giant, stone spears erupting from the ground,” Rhys spoke with a deadpan expression.  “It might be reasonable to expect that this will cause some disturbance.  Of course, I could be mistaken.”
“Yeah, yeah, we get it,” Meridian laughed.  “Wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.  I see what ya’ll mean about the Spells kind of surprising you.”
Aranos stepped to the doorway – he’d cast the Spell carefully this time, making sure that the entire interior space was within the safe radius and that the effects ended at the doorway – and looked outside at the onrushing undead.  Dozens of shambling jangshie and rotting ghuls were racing heedlessly into the Ward and were being obliterated by the eruptions of sharp stone from the ground.  Still, there were so many of the creatures that after a few moments, they reached the point where the third part of the Spell would activate, and a curtain of flame roared to life, roasting the creatures and dropping their lifeless corpses to the ground. 
As he watched, Aranos grimaced; whoever was commanding these things knew what they were doing.  The jangshie and ghuls were cannon fodder, designed to trigger the Ward’s defenses and use them up while the more powerful undead remained safely out of harm’s way.  The lesser creatures would probably be destroyed – as he watched, the clouds of acid felled the undead in droves, while the curtain of flames rolled across them, filling the air with the reek of rotting, charred meat. 
“The enemy spends their minions recklessly,” Saphielle murmured, startling Aranos.  The blue-haired woman had slipped up beside him and stood, watching the onslaught.  After a moment, she frowned.  “Or perhaps not.”
“Yeah, they’re being smart,” Aranos acknowledged.  “They’re using up their lesser troops to set off the wards.  Once they fall, the more powerful ones will charge.”
“What do you think they’ll do?” Phil asked from behind Aranos, looking out over the Sorcerer’s head.
“If it was me, I’d send the rest of the fodder right at us, first.  They’re not going to be much use in a longer battle, anyway, and if they can drain some of our resources like SP, LP, and Stamina, all the better.  After that, I’d probably send in half of my shock troops – those big, rotting things, or maybe the ravants.  If those could break through our defense, the battle will be over.”
“And when that fails?” Saphielle asked.
“Then it becomes a war of attrition, and the undead have an advantage in that.  No stamina, no pain, and they never need food or rest.  Their commander will keep hitting us with small attacks, over and over, never letting us rest but never committing too many of his forces at once.  Eventually, we’ll get tired, and that’s when he’ll hit us with a full assault.”
“So, how do we stop that from happening?” Phil said curiously.  “I assume you’ve got a plan?”
“Yeah, I’ve got an idea or two,” Aranos grinned.  “A way that we can take the battle to them.  And if it works, I think it’ll lead us right into the city.”  He turned to face the others.  “All we have to do is survive.”
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Martina moved in Stealth through the tunnel, although she wasn’t really sure if it would even be useful.  So far, the undead they’d met had mostly been able to spot her through her Stealth, which meant that either their Perception was really high – which was possible but didn’t seem likely, since most of their sensory organs were half-rotted – or they had some Ability to sense her that negated her Stealth.  Still, it made her feel better, so she did it.  Having the ever-silent Monetta creeping behind her, also in Stealth, didn’t make her feel good at all, though. 
Martina had no idea how the Rogue had located this hidden tunnel.  The entrance had been so perfectly disguised that, even with her decent Perception, Martina hadn’t spotted it until the silent Rogue had pressed a hidden latch and the entire side of a tree opened with a click.  The tunnel was wide enough that the whole party could have walked abreast through it with room to spare.  It was obviously artificial; it was paved with smooth stones and the walls had been heavily polished at one point, although time had broken most of the stones and pitted the walls.
Just as obviously, the passage was frequently used by the inhabitants of the city, which was what was making Martina nervous.  They hadn’t encountered any of the undead denizens of Antas, yet, but they could at any time, if she was reading the myriad tracks around them correctly.  She could tell that whatever had made them was humanoid and barefoot.  Although she had no idea how many creatures had passed through or exactly when they did it, she could see that it couldn’t have been too long.  Dust hadn’t had a chance to settle in most of the prints, which she felt might have made them less than a day old.  There were a ton of them, though, and as far as she could tell, most of them seemed to be heading out of the city, not back in.  That should have made her feel better – if a lot of creatures were heading out, that meant there would be fewer inside for them to deal with – but she wasn’t reassured in the slightest.
To be honest, this whole thing felt off to her.  What are the odds that Monetta would chance upon this tunnel after only a couple hours searching? she wondered silently.  And what are the chances that we’d arrive less than a day after a mass exodus from the city?  Something wasn’t right; there were too many coincidences, and Martina didn’t really believe in coincidence.  At least, not much.
Her searching eyes caught a flash of a green, glowing light up ahead, and she halted as she spotted it.  “Something up there,” she murmured to Monetta, who had halted right behind her.  “Stay here.  I’m going to go take a peek.”  Without waiting for the woman’s response, Martina moved ahead as silently and carefully as possible.
The tunnel opened to a large room that looked as if it might once have been a living area.  Stone benches lined the walls, and what looked like a dried-up, dead fountain in the shape of three crumbled figures occupied the center of the room.  The entire space was filled with a green radiance that seemed to come from nowhere but filled the air, nonetheless.  Several passages led off the main area, but the one directly opposite Martina was filled with the same eldritch light that hovered in the main room.  Martina watched for a while, searching for signs of movement.  When she saw nothing, she sighed and stepped one foot into the room.  Instantly, a red notification flashed in her vision, and she retreated with a curse:
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New Region Discovered: Fallen Realm of Antas
Corruption Level: High (6 CP / day)
Necrotic Zone: This region is filled with necrotic mana, sapping the life and vitality of all living creatures.  Any living creature entering this zone loses 1 point from each of their Physical Stats, plus an additional point per hour within.  Spells, Abilities, or Perks that prevent Corruption do not prevent necrotic damage.  This damage can only be healed by restorative mana and cannot be healed within the Necrotic Zone.
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For entering a Necrotic Zone, you have taken: 1 point Str, Dex, Agil, and End damage. 
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Martina swore as she realized that if they wanted to use this tunnel, they were all going to take a ton of Stat damage.  She turned and headed back down the tunnel, not bothering with Stealth.  If there were any undead nearby, they were probably in that room or the tunnel nearby.  Martina was willing to bet that the undead weren’t affected by the necrotic zone, making it a perfect place for them to ambush potential invaders.
She stopped as she reached Monetta, who dropped out of Stealth as Martina neared.  “There’s some sort of damaging zone up ahead,” she said shortly.  “Keep watch while I go let the others know.”  The silent Rogue gazed at Martina with flat, dead eyes but nodded her head in acquiescence.  Martina shrugged off the shiver she always felt when she locked gazes with the mute woman and slipped back to where Liam and Hector were waiting.
When the Ranger explained what she’d found, Liam’s lack of reaction confirmed her fears.  “You knew about this, didn’t you?” she said flatly, her voice accusing.
“I suspected something like this, yes,” he shrugged.  “It simply means we’ll have to limit our trips into the city and rest outside at night.  I think you can both handle these undead with only a point or two off your Stats, and if not, well, that’s what summons are for.”  He smiled at the woman, who didn’t return the expression.
“This is the sort of thing you need to share if you want us to work with you,” she said flatly.  “Like the fact that you knew where the entrance tunnel was all along.”  Hector looked startled as she said that, but she saw him puzzling it out, and after a moment, his eyes flattened with understanding.
Liam gazed at the woman appraisingly.  “Okay, fine.  Yes, I’d learned about the escape tunnel.  There’s a Loremaster in Adenvale that was an expert on the elves, and I visited him before I came to Stoneleague.  He told me about the tunnel.”
“Adenvale?” Hector murmured.  “That’s at least five days travel.  You didn’t have time…”
“One of my summons can run very fast,” Liam smiled, interrupting the Warrior.  “Before you ask why we aren’t riding it, I’ve only got one of them.  It can carry Monetta and I, but no more.  Still, it got us from Adenvale to Stoneleague in two days.”
“So, what else did you learn?” Martina asked skeptically.  Liam’s story might have been true, but she doubted it.  More and more, she was convinced that Liam was playing a deeper game here, and that she and Hector were along for a specific reason she couldn’t quite fathom.  “Come on, spill.  If you went to this Loremaster, then you were always planning on coming here, even before Aranos’ Quest.  Why?  What is all this about?”
“You don’t have to be pushy,” Liam snapped.  “Fine.  You want to know why I wanted to come to Antas?  I’m looking for a temple.”
“A temple?” Hector repeated disbelievingly.  “Nope, not buying it.  There are plenty of temples back in Stoneleague…”
“Not like this one.  Antas was the center of learning for this world, back in its heyday.  It was also a place where any race was welcome, which meant most of the great temples were here – including the one to Maeve Beastborn.”
Hector looked at Martina, who shrugged helplessly.  “I never learned the myths of this place, sorry.  Who’s Maeve Beastborn?”
“Queen of the beasts, Mistress of Animals,” Liam said a bit derisively.  “Her priests were supposed to be the greatest Summoners in the world, but they were also reputed to be somewhat – feral.  They were usually relegated to small shrines outside of city walls.  There were only two major temples to her, and this is one of them.  I’m hoping to plunder it and find an Advanced Class that will make me the best Summoner in the game.  Then, I’m going to challenge that Aranos and prove I’m the best Wizard in the game.  That enough for you?”
Martina looked at Hector and nodded, making a subtle gesture with her hand.  Hector’s eyes went blank for a moment as the Ranger turned back to face Liam.
“Fine, we’re still with you, although we expect you to use what you know about this city to find us Advanced Classes, too.  Fair enough?”
“More than fair,” Liam smiled.  “However, if we’re going to find the temple, we’ll need to get moving.  Don’t worry; from what I’ve read, the necrotic damage should fade with a night’s rest.  We’ll go in for a couple hours at a time and head out to heal before the damage can get ahead of us.  Is that okay?”
Martina nodded, but in her head, her thoughts were whirling.  Liam was lying to them; she didn’t know how she knew that, but she was sure of it.  Hector had gotten her signal, though, and his blank face meant that he had done what they’d planned. 
Now she only had to hope that Phil wasn’t too busy to read his messages.




Chapter 12

The undead crashed upon the tower once more, their decaying bodies flailing wildly as they sought to claw and tear their way through the defenders holding it.  Lumbering, skeletal ravants lashed out with slime-coated bone claws, trying vainly to punch through the shield wall, while shadowy nurhuins attempted to slip past the defenders and steal their strength and life.  Waves of death and void magic roared toward the humans and elves, seeking to sap their energy or paralyze them. 
Once more, Aranos saw, the assault would be turned back.  The void energies slammed into a soul-enhanced barrier of light mana and shredded themselves upon it harmlessly.  The freezing aura of the nearby draegs was countered by the ball of flame Rhys had conjured within the tower, and the nurhuins couldn’t penetrate the life ward Meridian had erected.  The brutal assault by the ravants, without support from the other creatures, was doomed to smash futilely against the shield wall.  Geltheriel had taken Silma’s place at the door for this assault; the attackers were most vulnerable to piercing weapons, which could puncture the internal organs dripping in plain view within the creatures’ torsos, and it was hard for the fenrin’s teeth to reach them safely.  Instead, the celestial wolf used her teleport Ability to jump randomly out of the tower and savage the supporting draegs and nurhuins with her light-enhanced teeth. 
Once the attackers were fully engaged, Aranos nodded to Longfellow, who opened fire on the distant vangolor casters.  The creatures were protected by a shimmering barrier of void magic, but Aranos had enhanced the Archer’s heavy crossbow with light damage.  Combined with the inherent armor-piercing traits of the crossbow, the Spell allowed Longfellow to puncture the magical barrier quickly and fell the distant casters. 
Aranos launched another Fire Burst on the group in between the tower and the edge of the clearing.  The seven globules of fire spread out over the undead and burst a few feet above the ground, layering the area in a short-lived wave of roaring flames.  With the weakening effect the Redeemed ground had on the monsters, very few of them survived the blast.  Only the giant, pus-dripping corpses survived, but at least his attack hadn’t caused their boils to burst open.  The party had learned that those pulsing nodules were filled with tiny worms that, once released, would quickly grow into foot-long, colorless centipedes that swarmed over anyone nearby, even other undead.  Their bites were venomous and rotted flesh that they touched painfully; while they were easy to kill, there were usually a lot of them swarming the party at once.  Fire attacks, Aranos had discovered, would not only damage the giants but would cauterize the boils and kill the worms inside. 
They’d endured this assault for two hours.  The undead would crash into them for ten minutes or so and then recede for five or ten, probably to reinforce their numbers for the next assault.  They marshalled within the tree line, out of Aranos’ sight, but Silma had darted over there several times to scout them and reported that the bulk of the creatures were remaining hidden, as if they were waiting for something.  To Aranos, that meant that the undead commander had some Spell or minion that it was counting on to shatter their defenses, but it hadn’t arrived, yet.  Aranos thought he knew what the commander was waiting for – most likely sunrise – which gave him a strong idea of what was about to happen.  Now, he just had to hope he’d planned accordingly for it.
The party had stood in shifts during the assaults; Stamina, SP, and LP didn’t regenerate quickly in the middle of combat, even with Aranos’ Aura of Vitality making that possible.  Rhys and Meridian swapped out as active healer, allowing the other to rest and regain SP, and the Warriors at the door rotated in and out to regain lost Stamina and LP.  Aranos spent his down time meditating in spurts, channeling mana from his crystal and his boosted SP regen in preparation for what he thought was coming.  As the night wore on, and still no mass attack was forthcoming, he took advantage of one of their respites to call the party together.
“Based on what Silma has been seeing,” he told the tense group, noting the streaks of blood and spatters of gore staining all of them, “I’m pretty sure that the commander on the other side is waiting for dawn to launch its biggest attack.”
“Dawn?” Phil repeated, his voice unsure.  “I mean, wouldn’t that be when its troops are weakest?  It seems to me that if they haven’t beaten us by dawn, they’ve lost.”  The others nodded their heads or murmured their agreement, but Aranos shook his head.
“That’s what I was thinking, too,” he admitted.  “If we just held until dawn, we would win.  But the more I think about it, the more that doesn’t make sense.  If that was the case, why wouldn’t the undead have hit us right at nightfall?  They lost hours of time they could have used to break us.  Plus, why hasn’t the commander committed his reserves?  There’s maybe an hour until dawn; at this point, even if he does a full-out assault with everything he’s got, we’ll probably hold long enough for the advantage to turn our way.”
Saphielle frowned as understanding showed in her eyes.  “I understand your thoughts, Redeemer.  The commander of the undead has led them with care and cunning to this point; why would it behave so foolishly in other ways?  It must be acting with a purpose, and that means it must intend to fight past dawn.”
“You think they’ve got some kind of Spell that will protect them from the sun?” Meridian asked quietly.  “If they do…”
“If they do, then I think they’re going to lose,” Aranos smiled.  “I’ll bet that I can disjoin that Spell, given enough time, no matter how powerful it is.  If that’s the case, then we just have to hold for long enough for me to undo the Spell.  That’s not what I’m worried about.”
“Perhaps some form of artifact?” Geltheriel spoke up softly.
“Or a creature,” McBane offered.  When the others looked curiously at him, he shrugged.  “Makes sense, doesn’t it?  They’ve got some epic creature that they’re bringing from the city that will turn the tide in their favor, and they’re waiting for it.”
“One would wonder why they did not use such a creature at the beginning, then,” Rhys offered with a smile.  “From the sound of it, they could have defeated us easily, were that true.”
“Maybe they didn’t think they needed it,” McBane shrugged.  “Maybe it’s really rare and vulnerable, so they didn’t want to expose it if they didn’t have to.  Hard to say, really, but my money’s on something like that.”
Aranos nodded.  “If the commander has an item that protects the undead from sunlight, that’s not the biggest deal.  Sure, if we weren’t expecting it, we might exhaust ourselves or attempt a counterattack right as dawn hit and be surprised, but if that’s the case we’ll keep following the plan and we’ll be fine.
“If there’s a creature, though, all we can do is try to kill it.  Some of us might have to leave the tower for that, and it’ll be dangerous, but I’ve been prepping for it and we’ve been conserving ourselves for a long battle, anyway.  If we can take it out, their assault will probably shatter, and we’ll win.  Best we can do.”
The party grumbled, but Aranos could see they agreed with him.  Most of the grumbling was because they’d been hoping this would end with dawn, and now it would be dragging on.
They returned to their watch and endured, while Aranos prepared and planned.  He’d wondered if he could cast a high-cost Spell more slowly than normal by tricking SP into it over a longer time; as it turned out, not only could he cast it that way, he could Overchannel it.  His Spells lay, waiting for him to add that last bit of SP that would activate them.
As the sky grew lighter, Aranos was forced to revise his plans.  The growing light revealed the mass of undead still lurking about them, hemming them in from every direction.  The air above was filled with the rotting, gargoyle-like naktraps, and Aranos had already had to block the tower windows and staircases above with walls of crystal mana to keep the creatures from swooping in and falling on the party from above.  He also had a few radiant walls tied down with Spell Anchors layered in front of the walls in the stairways; any creature that wanted to break through the crystal would have to endure being roasted as they did.
Nevertheless, his Battlesense Skill told him that the undead weren’t just hanging about; they were staging, and how they set up told Aranos a lot about the commander’s likely plans.  The front lines were filled with the smaller, faster, child-like undead, with the larger and stronger ravants standing behind them; while the smaller undead weren’t particularly dangerous, they were hard to damage with piercing attacks and would occupy the tanks effectively.  They would also force the defenders to use magic to deal with the assault right at the outset, depleting a valuable resource.  The ravants were slower but stronger and more dangerous; more importantly, they could probably strike over and around the smaller undead, meaning the defenders would have to deal with attacks from both types of creatures at once.
The enemy commander had ranged support, as well.  A large number of corpses wearing battered, rusted armor and carrying heavy shields surrounded a group of the void mages Aranos had dealt with before, doubtlessly protecting them from Aranos’ ranged Spells and Longfellow’s deadly crossbows.  Aranos could probably take those defenders out with a couple of Ravaging Bursts, if he wanted to, but only if the commander had been foolish enough to station the shield-bearers outside of whatever magical barrier was surely protecting the casters.  If Aranos had been the one setting this up, he’d have put the Warriors behind that barrier; that way, if Aranos fired any light blasts that would pierce an invisible barrier, they would probably dissipate on the shield wall.  If Aranos wanted to do any real damage to the casters, he’d have to breach the barrier first, then the shield wall.
The larger, rotting corpses were scattered throughout the lines of the ravants. They would doubtlessly close with the tower last, and even though they were too large to enter the waystation, wounding them would release the worm-like creatures that would swarm the defenders quickly.  If the tanks focused on those, they would start taking damage from the child-like undead or the ravants.  If they ignored the worms, the disgusting creatures would inflict their terrible, rotting wounds on the elves and humans.  It was a sound plan, and had Aranos not been preparing for something like it, it might have allowed the undead to easily overcome the defenders, especially if the party was weakened or the undead strengthened somehow. 
The sky was growing steadily brighter, and in the waxing radiance, Aranos saw a trickle of what looked like muddy, brown water flowing from the ranks of the undead into a puddle in the center of the clearing surrounding the tower.  As he looked more closely, though, he could see that both the stream and puddle were moving; the ‘liquid’ was twisting, writhing, and squirming as if it was filled with insects.  No, not insects, he corrected as his heightened Perception revealed what he was seeing.  Worms.  Lots and lots of worms, all squirming into a pile.  Aranos watched, repulsed, as the pile began to grow larger, the worms crawling over one another and twisting together into a six-foot diameter lump of flesh.
“Yeah, not letting that happen,” he muttered, raising his hand and facing his palm toward the mound of twisting flesh.  Four globes of fire roared from his palm, slamming into the mound and erupting in an explosion of flames that blasted a chunk of the worms free, scattering them around the pile.  To the Sorcerer’s dismay, though, the remainder of the pile shuddered briefly, then began to grow once more with increasing speed.  He launched more flaming missiles into the pile, blasting larger chunks of worms loose, but each blast caused the remaining worms to move faster and coagulate more quickly.  After a moment, Aranos lowered his hand; the worms he’d blasted free were already rejoining the original pile, and all he’d done was lose some SP and make the thing grow faster.
“That is completely nasty,” Longfellow spoke from beside him, shaking his head at the growing accumulation of writhing creatures.  “It was a good try, but yeah, definitely want to stop with the fire.  Seems to be making it worse, really.” 
“That’s what it looked like to me, too.  Whatever those things are, they seem to like fire.”  Aranos peered more carefully at the creatures, which had slowed their accumulation to a trickle once more.  “Can you see what they’re doing?”
“Looks like they’re making a column of nasty,” Longfellow shrugged.  “Their little pile seems to be getting taller faster than it’s getting wider, at least.  You think this is the thing McBane was talking about?”
“Most likely,” Aranos nodded, glancing at the Archer.  “I just hope it doesn’t explode and fling worms all over the place.  Could you imagine being covered with those things?  Having one land in your mouth?”
“That was a terrible image to put in my head, and I’ve decided you’re an evil bastard,” Longfellow declared.  “I’m never going to be able to unsee that!”  Aranos laughed and turned back toward the growing column swaying and writhing in the middle of the clearing.
As the sun finally cleared the tops of the trees, dusty shafts of light fell fully upon the clearing and the undead surrounding it.  Most of the creatures wilted and seemed to visibly weaken beneath the sun’s gaze, but the pillar in the center shuddered, just as it had when Aranos’ fire struck it. As before, the squirming and writhing sped up, and the pillar swelled and grew…as the surrounding clearing suddenly dimmed as if a heavy cloud had passed before the sun. 
“It’s sucking in the light,” Aranos realized slowly.  “It’s using the sunlight to grow faster and larger and keeping it from hurting the undead!”
“Explains why it wasn’t out all night, doesn’t it?” Longfellow snorted.  “If all it’s doing is some accelerated sunbathing, though, that’s not such a big deal…”  Longfellow halted and swore quietly.  Aranos glanced at the Archer, puzzled, and the coffee-skinned man gestured out the window.  “Look at the grass, mate.”
Aranos stared at the grass surrounding the pillar; it took him a few moments to see what Longfellow was talking about.  The grass was dry and waved gently in the wind – there wasn’t enough moisture in the air here for dew to have formed – but as Aranos watched, the blades closest to the worm-pillar began to wilt, drooping and sinking to the soil.  The light wasn’t quite bright enough to tell, but Aranos had a feeling the stalks were yellowed and turning brown beneath his gaze.
“It’s got a life drain Ability,” he said quietly, sending the message silently to Silma below.  The fenrin would pass the information on to Rhys; the Druid and Shaman were only ones with a likely counter for whatever was happening.  “That’s what they were waiting for.  They don’t have to take the tower; they just have to keep us pinned down long enough for that to drain our LP.”
“You got a plan for this, then?” Longfellow asked a bit nervously.  “Not looking forward to trekking back here when the system shifts our respawn back to the High Road because this place’s not safe.”
“Yeah, I do.  I just need them to attack, first.”  As they spoke, the ring of wilting grass spread outward through the Redeemed clearing, drawing closer to the tower by the second.  As the sun rose higher, the pillar of worms grew – it was eight feet wide and fifteen feet high at this point – and the life-draining aura seemed to move ever-faster.  As the ring finally crept into the tower, Aranos felt icy fingers crawling through him, reaching down inside him and drawing off his life force.  A red notification popped into his vision, and he glanced at it quickly:
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You are affected by: Life Drain Aura
Effect: Lose 1 LP per s while in the Aura
[image: ]
Aranos watched as his LP bar began to slowly creep down, but he forced himself to ignore it.  He could afford to lose the LP for a while, and he wanted the undead committed to their assault before their counterstrike began.
He didn’t have to wait long.  Less than a minute after the Life Drain Aura swept through the tower, the front ranks of undead began to move forward.  They came slowly and awkwardly at first, stumbling over one another, but as they spread out, their advance became a charge, and they raced across the Redeemed ground from all directions, heading for the tower.  At first, Aranos thought that might have been a mistake – after all, the longer the enemy commander held off his assault, the more LP the party would lose before the attack even came – but after a moment, he realized that the attack was really just a distraction.  Without the assault to protect it, the pillar of writhing flesh in the center was exposed and vulnerable, and if the party could destroy it somehow, the entire undead siege would fall apart.  It was the real attack on them: their healers didn’t have limitless SP, after all, and if the worm-creature could drain life as long as the sun was in the sky, the party would eventually succumb to it.
Aranos took a deep breath as the skirmishing line of child-like undead reached the tower.  Those near the doorway swarmed toward it, finding their path halted by a wall of steel, but the rest leaped for the stone walls, using their incredible Agility to easily scale the sides of the tower.  Before they could near the second-story window, though, the climbing creatures dropped, most missing fingers or toes, and Aranos grinned.  His High Mastery manipulation of the tower walls had been useful after all, and the creatures had found that about ten feet up, the stone was as sheer as glass and riddled with razor-sharp edges that sliced through flesh and bone with ease. 
Still, more of the creatures were climbing, and Longfellow was busily running around the room, leaning out of windows and shooting blunt-headed bolts at the closest ones.  His normal bolts would have slid right off the slimy flesh of the undead, but the blunt ones knocked them loose with ease.  Aranos simply kept watch, conserving his SP, waiting until the second rank of ravants and giant corpses crossed the tree-line and entered the clearing.
“Longfellow, downstairs!” he snapped, and obediently, the Archer grabbed his gear and hustled down the stairs as Aranos added the last few points of mana to the three Spells hanging over the clearing.  Instantly, a dome of air snapped down over the area, 120’ in radius, trapping the bulk of the undead within.  All three aspects of his Elemental Ward activated at once, and he used his Flight Spell to leap from the floor as a stone spear shot up beneath his feet and the blazing-white curtain of fire roared into life a few feet from him.  Stinging clouds of acid ate at his Composite Armor, but Aranos had reinforced it well, and the few points of damage the acid scoured off it were of almost no consequence.
The undead weren’t faring as well.  The boosted Spell was doing hundreds of LP damage per second, spearing some creatures, roasting others, and dissolving more with clouds of acid.  The child-like monsters seemed immune to the acid, but even their resistance to piercing didn’t help when the stone spears impaled them, and the fire seemed especially damaging to them.  The ravants were being torn apart by the stone spikes thrusting from the earth, as were the huge corpses, and the worms that were released didn’t last long in the waves of fire and acidic mists.
The casters, though, were unaffected, safe behind their barrier, and Aranos guessed that they were probably working frantically to disjoin his Spell.  Together, they could probably do it, but he didn’t think they’d be able to before most of the attackers were slain.  He knew that the creatures wouldn’t have much time, though, at least not once the second Spell swirled into being around the clearing.
Tiny, glowing orbs of golden light erupted all over as his triple-strength Radiance of Life Spell burst into life.  Rays of restorative mana shot across an area almost 200’ in radius, piercing the casters’ barrier with ease and draining 12 points from the Physical Stats of every undead on the field.  The badly wounded among the creatures simply collapsed, their weakened necrotic cores unable to withstand the intensity of the Spell.  The rest slowed instantly, their bodies visibly wilting as the Spell tore at their vital essences.
The third Spell coalesced almost directly above the already-weakened casters.  Thanks to Silma’s scouting, Aranos knew where this group was forming up, and his last Spell was targeted squarely at them.  Nodules of flaming rock and shards of ice rained down upon the tattered barrier the creatures were holding, driven by the sudden vortices of wind rising along the shield.  The antithetical mana types ripped at the magical protection, disrupting its weave and shredding it easily, allowing the full fury of the empowered Fire and Ice Spell to tear through the suddenly exposed casters.  Aranos heard distant wails as the hapless undead tried to use their terrifying cries to protect themselves, but at that range, none of the party members would be affected.
The pillar in the middle, though, still stood, unharmed.  If anything, it had grown, which is what Aranos had frankly expected after seeing the results of his attacks on it.  It towered overhead, now, and the notifications told him that the life draining effect had grown from 1 to 3 LP per second.  Every time the radiant wall swept past the column, it writhed and twisted, growing taller and broader, and as it grew, apparently its Aura strengthened.  At the rate it was increasing, the drain would become critical in a few minutes; killing that thing had to take top priority.
Grimly, Aranos dismissed the remaining Elemental Ward before it could empower the worm tower too much and sent a silent message to Silma.  A moment later, the silver wolf streaked from the tower and crashed into one of the towering ravants, easily bearing it to the ground.  Saphielle rushed out behind the wolf, the elf’s shield crushing a feebly moving child undead while her prismatic spear slashed through the exposed heart of a ravant.  Aranos smiled; the battlefield had been cleared enough for the party to counterattack and to take the fight to the towering column of writhing flesh.
Aranos zipped out of the window as his party rushed to attack the battered remnants of the undead horde.  His focus was on the life-draining pillar that twisted and writhed about; if they couldn’t destroy that, he would have to order a retreat to save the elves’ lives, if nothing else.  He swooped past the tower, his gorge rising slightly as he neared the column of snarled worms.  In close, he could see that each, tiny worm had a human-like face, and that each body ended in a pair of barbed pincers.  That was how the creatures were holding together: each worm sank its pincers into the skin of another, linking them all into one massive, interconnected tower.  The sight wasn’t what disgusted him, though; the worms reeked of feces, bile, and rot, and this close the stench was nearly overpowering.
He held out his hand and summoned air and water mana; if the worms loved fire, he’d give them ice.  Globes of crystalline ice streaked from his hand and slammed into the creature, bursting and sending worms flying.  The tower shifted and leaned precariously, but more worms rapidly swarmed to fill the gap his attack had made, leaving the pillar unharmed.  He swore silently as he zipped past; the thing seemed immune to ice, as well.  I’m gonna have to try every type of energy I can until…
A movement in the corner of his eye pulled his focus to his surroundings, and Aranos barely managed to dodge as a pair of gray-skinned, bat-winged naktraps swooped through the space he had just been occupying.  Closer in, he could see that the naktraps had wings in place of arms; more precisely, it looked like they had long, spindly arms with membranous wings that stretched from their elongated fingertips to their hips.  Their legs were equally thin but powerfully muscled, ending in overlarge talons the color of gray stone.  Aranos fired a pair of Composite Bullets at the pair, not bothering to alter the bullets, striking each in the center of their human-like foreheads.  They opened their mouths as if to shriek silently before they dropped from the sky.
Aranos glanced up and saw that several more flights of the winged undead were swooping toward him.  I don’t have time for this, he snarled silently, tossing a pair of Fire Webs up overhead and snaring most of the undead.  Like most undead, the naktraps seemed vulnerable to fire and burned fiercely in his webs.  It’s not like I’m going to be using the fire mana for anything else, he thought grimly as he turned his focus back to the vile pillar that was slowly draining his life.
Below, his party had finished most of the undead.  Silma’s jaws ripped open one of the child-like undead, her teeth empowered by light mana that let her penetrate the creature’s defenses.  Aranos knew that had to have hurt her – the undead had acidic skin, so it would have burned her mouth to bite one – but if the fenrin felt any discomfort, she didn’t show it.  To her right, Phil’s sword chopped through a pair of direly wounded draegs, the blade streaming with brilliant flames that weakened the aura of cold surrounding the creatures and roasted them from the inside.  On Silma’s left, Saphielle’s spear danced among the ravants, puncturing their exposed organs, while her shield slid aside their heavy blows. 
Geltheriel appeared at the edge of the clearing, among the few remaining void mages, her shadowy blade cutting through two of them before she vanished back into the shadows, leaving the three, lumbering shield-bearers bereft of a target.  McBane wasn’t bothering with Stealth; the undead could sense him through it, so he was relying on his Agility, instead.  His twin short blades cut through the legs of the giant, diseased corpses, spattering the ground with the pale centipedes that he easily avoided.  Since the mindless vermin would swarm over anything nearby, they quickly coated the festering undead, not seeming to do any damage but hindering their movements and making them even easier prey for the nimble Rogue.
Aranos kept one eye on the naktraps that had evaded his webs and another on the column of flesh below, firing blasts of different mana types at it.  Earth and air mana, like ice, were simply ineffective, blasting off chunks of worms that would quickly reform without harm done to the creatures.  Life mana seemed to empower the pillar even more effectively than fire did, and Aranos wasn’t about to try using light mana.  If the worms fed on sunlight, his light mana would probably give them a huge boost to their growth.
He grimaced as he realized that if the creature had a weakness, it could only be to some void-based or Enhanced mana type.  The only problem was, using those mana types would damage him, and the life drain rate from the column was already up to 5 LP per second.  He couldn’t afford to just blast it with pure void or death mana; that would kill him as quickly as the thing itself could.  He decided to start with the most obvious option – and, incidentally, one that did a lot less damage when he used it.
He stretched out his hand, and a lance of blackness six inches wide darted from his palm and struck the tower.  The worms touched by that darkness shuddered and stilled, their movements slowing and their thrashing abating at once.  Aranos exulted for a moment, but the instant the beam of darkness left the worms, they slowly regained their movements and vitality.  Dark mana saps their energy and nullifies the light mana that empowers them, he mused, but only temporarily.  If I want to hurt this thing, I need to do something bigger and longer lasting.
He checked his flight as a trio of naktraps soared at him.  The Sorcerer accelerated to zip past them, then felled all three with Composite Bullets to the backs of their heads before they could swing about to face him.  Below, the party finally broke free of the remains of the undead horde – beneath his Overchanneled Radiance of Life Spell, even the largest and strongest of the creatures was weakened to near-helplessness and easy enough to fell.  The void mages managed to restore their barrier to hold out his Fire and Ice Spell, but they lost their shield wall in the process, and their magical protection did little against his restorative Spell.  Once it fell, Geltheriel appeared among the mages, her shadowy blade shredding their weakened forms with ease.  Occasionally, one would wail piteously, but the Shadedancer slipped into the shadows before the sonic attack could reach her and immediately reappeared.
Saphielle was the first to reach the vile tower and struck with her shield.  The blow tore a large chunk of the worms free, but the gap immediately filled in, and the dislodged creatures quickly rejoined the pile.  Her spear seemed to have more effect, oddly enough; where she struck, the nearest worms dropped from the pile and didn’t rejoin the column, writhing about on the ground helplessly.  I wonder if the faymetal is disrupting whatever magic is holding that thing together, Aranos thought silently.  Sadly, he didn’t have enough spirit mana to make a meaningful attack on the thing without draining his Perception to the point where he’d be useless in battle.  If it’s looking really bad, then that’s a last resort, he decided.  I can lace an Energy Barrage with spirit mana and at least break the tower to pieces.  It’ll probably kill me, though, so we’ll hold off on that for a bit.
Phil and McBane had joined the Avenger.  Phil was still using his flaming blade, which was actually strengthening the pillar with every blow, but Longfellow shouted a warning to the Spellsword, and the flames on his sword vanished instantly, replaced with a sheen of crystalline ice.  Aranos knew it wouldn’t be any more effective than a regular sword blade, but it wouldn’t hurt, either, so he didn’t bother to correct the Spellsword.  Neither Phil nor McBane could seem to hurt the tower, but as long as Meridian and Rhys’ Spells held up, neither would they die anytime soon.
At least, so Aranos thought, until the first pseudopod-like tendril lashed from the column toward Saphielle.  The elf took the blow on her shield with an audible grunt and stabbed her spear into the extended strand of coiled worms.  The tendril dropped from the main body as her spear loosened the bonds holding it to the larger mass, but most of the fallen worms quickly returned to the pile.  Only the handful her spear had actually touched remained separate.  Phil blocked a second lash of disgusting flesh and also chopped the extrusion loose from the body, but the worms he’d severed immediately returned to the pile.  McBane dodged a third tendril, cutting at it with no more success than Phil had.
Aranos saw the pillar nearest him shift, and he dodged sideways as a lash of flesh arced past him.  He didn’t bother to answer the attack; at best, he could knock the pseudopod loose, but it wouldn’t have any real effect.  Besides, this isn’t the real attack on us. I have to stop the life drain, not these tendrils.  They’re just a distraction.
Concentrating, he called up his Illuminating Mists Spell.  The Spell had been the base for his Radiance of Life, and now he was going to try to use it to contain the foul pillar before them.  In his mind, he created the myriad, tiny orbs of light mana, but this time, he added void mana to each miniscule droplet of power.  The haze of light dimmed, darkened, and vanished as the tiny globes become points of blackness that sucked in the nearby light.  Once he had the Spell clearly in his mind, he cast it, forming it into a tall cylinder that wrapped around the pillar from base to tip.  The air around the column darkened as a veil of deep shadows seemed to wrap around it, shrouding it in blackness.  The tendrils erupting from the thing slowed at once, and although Aranos couldn’t see past his own barrier, he had a feeling that the worms within had ceased their writhing and twisting, at least for a while.
The Life Drain Aura, though, was still there.  The rate was dropping slowly – it had gone up to 6 per second but was back down to 5 – but it didn’t disappear, as Aranos had hoped.  All he’d done was slow the thing down, nothing more.  His party members began to chop at the thing again, hoping to harm it in its weakened state, but movement caught Aranos’ attention at the edge of the forest, and he shouted a warning to the party. 
A second wave of undead erupted from the trees, racing toward the elves and humans, who quickly regrouped into a defensive formation.  Aranos could see that these were the simplest undead, skeletal haigols and zombie-like jumbishes; they were no real threat to the party, but they kept the elves and humans from assaulting the enshrouded pillar.  Their numbers were vast, and Aranos called out a retreat; if the party didn’t return to the tower, they’d be surrounded and overrun.  The undead commander had kept these things in reserve for just this moment, and they were doing their job effectively.  The Radiance of Life Spell was weakening them, but it wouldn’t last much longer, and Aranos didn’t want to renew it for such low-level creatures if he didn’t have to.
Let them fight the battle on the ground, he chided himself, forcing his attention back to the writhing column of flesh.  You fight the one that really matters.  Aranos turned his mind and his senses to the Life Drain Aura, trying to study it with his Sense Mana Skill to no avail.  It was an Ability, not a Spell that used mana – or, if it did, it used a type of mana he didn’t recognize.  Still, at some level, there had to be magic involved.  After all, the thing sucked in light and life mana – it seemed to like fire mana, too, but Aranos wasn’t sure if it was the fire or the light that the flames made that empowered the pillar – and turned it into an Ability of some kind.  He knew it had to be possible to shift LP into SP, because that was one of the Class Perks he’d been offered a few times.  Apparently, it was also possible to turn SP into an LP void that drained the life from all around the caster, though, and that seemed like something different.
It’s like the worms are taking light mana, shifting it into some other type, and adding void mana to create the effect.  If that’s the case, I should be able to disrupt it if I can just figure out what sort of mana the pillar is using.  A blast of that mana type should nullify the Aura, and if the thing can’t get any more light…it should die.  The real question is, how can I sense that mana?  I don’t feel it at all around the pillar or even in me.  Where else could I sense it?
Aranos stopped as his eyes fell on the widening patch of yellow-brown grass surrounding the column of worms.  It was draining the energy from the soil – but that was something he could do, as well, wasn’t it?  His One with the Land Ability drained small amounts of energy from the earth to empower him; maybe he could sense how that energy was being taken from the ground, even if he couldn’t feel it in himself.
Quickly, he settled to the earth near the pillar and dropped to one knee, placing the tips of his fingers on the ground.  He could feel the soil’s energy flowing weakly through it – the pillar had drained the earth but hadn’t killed it, yet.  Still, thin tendrils of dark energy appeared in his mind’s eye, leaching the vitality from the earth.  The ground wasn’t dead, but it soon would be. 
He let his mind drift across the sinister lines of power his One with the Land Ability could feel, even when his other senses couldn’t detect it.  It wasn’t Corruption – Corruption took that energy and changed it, turned it into something else.  Instead, it was as if someone had taken vital energy and meshed it with void mana, creating a vacuum that sucked all life energy into it.  His mind could almost see the pattern; the vital energy was LP, and your LP came from all sorts of things, like your Class, level, Endurance…
The image clicked in his mind, and he understood.  His Endurance generated a well of power inside him, one that didn’t create his LP pool but fed energy into it.  His experience, his overall toughness, the needs of his body to endure damage; these all determined the size of the pool to be filled, but it was the power generated by his End Stat that filled that space and determined how quickly it would renew.  That energy could feed his body as LP, repairing damage and staving off grave injury, but it could also be channeled and used for other purposes.  He’d been using that same energy to sustain himself with his One with the Land Ability without even realizing it.  It had simply never occurred to him that the energy he was absorbing was related to mana.  Not that it would have mattered; without his experience sensing soul and spirit mana, he would never have been able to recognize this energy as mana, even tangentially, anyways.
It wasn’t really mana, he realized at once.  It was like mana, an energy that he could grab and channel if he knew how.  Fortunately, he already had two Abilities that let him manipulate vital power: One with the Land and Life Drain.  Both of those involved taking that energy into himself, but if he could reverse the flows and run it through his mana spirals…
He focused, calling up his Life Drain Ability for the first time since he’d gained it.  It was a Corrupted Ability, and using it to hurt another would turn him into something like Lythienne in short order, but he had Redeemed his Soulbinding Skill.  Theoretically, he should be able to do the same with Life Drain.  He reached out to the ground nearby, activating the Ability and starting the draining process – very, very slowly.
As the power came in, he activated his One with the Land Ability, as well.  These two Abilities were really identical, at their base: they both drained vital power from something else and fed it into him.  One was destructive, one harmless, but that was probably a question of how quickly the drain happened and how much power was being pulled.  He followed the two strands of energy, one feeding into his dwindling LP pool, the other spreading out throughout his body, and as he watched, the pattern came together in his inner sight.  He could see how the energy coursed through his body, how it empowered him and sustained him.  He could even sense that it was linked to every other system of his body – somewhere, there was a connection between all his Physical Stats and this fundamental energy.
He shook those thoughts off, though; that was something he’d investigate another time.  Right now, he had to reverse the flow of his Life Drain.  The energy resisted his efforts; it wanted to flow into and support him, not to leave, and he realized that was its nature.  If he wanted to reverse the flow, he’d have to force it to do so, not coax it. 
He imagined the energy surging into his mana hourglasses, racing through the channels he’d so painstakingly built, and roaring out of him.  He could feel the energy churning from the very center of him, where his Endurance generated it.  He envisioned his SP joining that flow, supporting it, hastening it, and carrying the energy out farther than it would have traveled.  The image was clear in his mind, clear enough that he could practically feel it happening, and once it was as perfect a vision as he could imagine…
He poured his will and SP into the image.  Silently, he demanded it happen, with every ounce of his Willpower.  The energy resisted for but a moment, clinging to him, but his will was stronger than its inertia.  Only a moment, and suddenly, as if a dam had burst, the power raced up and out of him.
He felt a sharp pain lance through him as his LP dropped.  Energy coursed from his body, surging from the edges of his extremities, down into his core, and back out his mana channels.  The vital power exploded from him in an invisible burst, sweeping through the air in a barely seen ripple.  The grass around him straightened, becoming a healthy green and standing tall once more.  The undead that were struck by the wave staggered briefly but seemed unharmed.
When the energy struck the pillar of worms, though, the construct held for only a brief instant before it collapsed.  The worms that fell free of his column of darkness squirmed feebly for but a moment before falling still, even in the bright, morning sunlight.  The pall of darkness that still hung over the clearing faded, and the red notification warning Aranos of the Life Drain Aura vanished from his vision.  A foul odor of decay washed over Aranos, and he noticed that the fallen worms had begun to liquesce, turning into tiny pools of some brown, putrid substance that filled the air with the scent of rot.
Aranos’ muscles gave out, and he collapsed to the ground.  His legs felt like jelly, and while he didn’t have the overwhelming mental exhaustion that casting Ascended Spells often gave him, his body felt as if he’d spent an entire day training with Jhaeros.  He rolled onto his back with a groan. Might have overdone that, he thought grimly as he glanced at his status:
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No wonder he felt worn-out; taking away the item bonuses, his Endurance was down to a single point right now!  He’d obviously traded End for mana the way he could with Wis and soul mana; doing so had drained his LP down to only 13 points and his SP to 11.  His SP were already returning, driven by his incredible regeneration rate, but with his lowered Endurance, it would take a long time before his LP got to the place where he could survive a single serious blow.
As he struggled to rise, a heavy blow took him in the chest, knocking him back onto his back. The Sorcerer cried out in surprise; he’d been so intent on his status that he hadn’t noticed the figure that stood over him.  The creature was covered in elaborate, ancient-looking armor that seemed sturdy despite being blackened and covered in what looked like dried blood.  Only its eyes were visible through the slit in its visor, glowing a deep indigo even in the morning sunlight, but Aranos could tell from the charnel-house reek that swept over him that the armored Warrior was undead.  As the Sorcerer tried to rise, the creature placed its foot on his chest and shoved, pressing him back into the earth; Aranos’ Composite Armor had kept him from taking any damage, so far, but the monster was enormously strong.  Once it made a determined effort, it would probably be able to get through his armor in no time – especially if it used the black-bladed, two-handed sword it raised up above the prone Sorcerer.
“That was unexpected, Sorcerer,” the creature hissed, its voice gravelly and liquid as if its vocal cords were rotting as it spoke.  “Entire armies have been felled by the azgrovas.  Indeed, it takes the death of an army to create one; the master will wish to make you suffer for what you have done.”
“Sorcerer?” Aranos repeated, his eyes narrowing.  Not many creatures recognized his Class, since the last one had vanished during the Feast of Virnal, centuries ago.  “How did you know that?”
The creature laughed darkly and hefted the sword.  “This sword felled many of my own kind, back when Antas stood proud, Sorcerer.  I saw you craft the Spell that felled the azgrovas; I know what you are.  My master is intrigued by you, and that is why you yet live.”  The blade rose high.  “Trust me when I tell you that you would have preferred death.  Instead, I will teach you the meaning of torment.”
The blade started to descend, aimed not at Aranos’ chest, but at one of his arms.  The undead warrior meant to cripple him, probably to make it easier to keep him safely imprisoned.  As low as his LP was, Aranos doubted that he would survive even that blow, though, and he braced himself for respawn.
A silver flash slammed into the undead Warrior, knocking it back and sending it tumbling across the ground with a clatter of metal.  Aranos blinked and saw Saphielle standing before him, her shield raised and her spear set.  “No, lanohtar,” she said quietly.  “You will not.” 
As the woman stood, Aranos could finally see why the woman’s Class was called Bright Avenger.  Her entire body glowed silver, and eldritch power rolled from her in waves.  She seemed as solid as a mountain, her armor gleaming, her spear rock-steady in her grip.  He stared at her with awe; the woman was a figure of power.
The undead knight rolled easily to its feet.  “Bright Avenger,” it said cordially.  “It has been long since I saw one of your kind.  You think to pit yourself against me?  Flee, and perhaps I will give you an extra day to live.”  As the creature spoke, Aranos felt a wave of power roll out from it; magic backed its words, and they reached out to sap Saphielle’s will.
The woman, though, stood calmly, an unshakable rock against the flood of energy.  “Save your words and your tricks, fallen one.  Today, I send you to the rest you have been denied.”
The lanohtar roared in anger and leaped forward, its black blade whipping toward the Avenger as if it were weightless.  Saphielle’s shield rose effortlessly to meet it, though, and her spear darted up, grazing the lanohtar’s neck and raising sparks from the blackened armor.  The creature reversed its assault, spinning in a blow that could have cut the woman in half, but her shield met the strike with a loud crash.  The power of the blow should have sent her flying, but Saphielle stood, immovable and grim, and returned the attack with a series of lightning-fast thrusts that the lanohtar hastily dodged.
Aranos felt a wave of healing energy wash through his as Meridian stepped to his side.  “That was a pretty good job you did on that worm tower,” she said approvingly.  “Next time, though, maybe leave yourself just a few LP, so I don’t have to work so hard, okay?”
“I’ll do my best,” Aranos groaned, rising slowly to his feet as his LP passed 10%.  “It’s not always up to me, though.”  He looked around and saw the rest of the party moving forward, preparing to help Saphielle.  Aranos glanced at the woman and saw that she and the lanohtar were locked in a dance of death.  The woman slid aside the undead’s massive strokes, moving always forward and never giving ground.  Her spear whipped around her in a prismatic blur.  She wasn’t just thrusting with the weapon; she slashed with the heavy spearhead and slammed the empowered shaft against her opponent furiously.  The lanohtar responded with equal skill, wielding its massive sword like a toothpick, thrusting, slashing, and striking with the flat and pommel with equal effectiveness.  The two were fighting at a skill level none of them but possibly Geltheriel could match, and if they tried to interfere, they’d probably just distract the Avenger.
Before he could call everyone back, though, Saphielle shouted out.  “Hold!  This creature is mine, and mine alone!”  Phil and the others glanced back at Aranos, who nodded in reluctant acquiescence.  With a shrug, Phil sheathed his sword and stepped back.
“If it hurts her, though, all bets are off,” he muttered grimly. 
“If it hurts her, the smartest thing you can do is stand back,” Aranos said even more darkly.  “Because I’ll take it apart piece by piece, even if it means going for respawn to do it.”  Phil gave the Sorcerer a startled glance but nodded his head after seeing the look on Aranos’ face.
The battle raged between the two Warriors, but it wasn’t only a battle of steel against steel.  Aranos could feel the surges of magic from the two as they empowered themselves and tried to fatally weaken the other.  The lanohtar’s Spells used void and necrotic mana; it tried to sap the Avenger’s Strength and boost its own power.  Saphielle’s magic sent spears of light and bursts of golden energy surging through the lanohtar, though, and healed the damage it caused her at the same time.  She wasn’t using nature mana, Aranos realized; she’d tapped into a well of restorative mana somehow.
Saphielle’s blade was faster, and despite their size difference, she had a slight Strength advantage versus the lanohtar.  The undead knight, though, was tireless.  It felt no pain and had no Stamina to lose.  Eventually, its nature won out against her advantages; her shield rose a modicum too slowly, and instead of fully deflecting the blow, she was struck on the top of her helmet.  She stumbled for only an instant from the blow, but in that instant, the monster’s blade slashed down, cutting into her breastplate.  The woman fell with a cry and a spray of blood, dropping to her back on the earth.
Phil and Aranos both started forward, but the Avenger raised her hand. “No!” she commanded fiercely.  “It is mine!”
The lanohtar laughed harshly.  “Did you think you’re the first Bright Avenger I’ve defeated, child?  Your people sent whole armies against this city; I’ve killed your kind by the dozens.  It’s over, and when you die, the master will have the memory of seeing you slain as one more torment for your precious Sorcerer.”
Saphielle’s eyes blazed, and a silver fire rushed up her arm and into her spear.  Despite her wounds, she darted from the ground, a blaze of light aimed at the lanohtar.  The creature almost contemptuously swatted at her spear with its massive blade, but her shield rose one last time, wreathed in the same silver fire, and smashed into the heavy sword.  There was a flash of light, and the creature shrieked as its blade shivered, then burst into shards of black metal.  Its cry cut off as Saphielle’s spear punched through its helmet, rammed into its brain, and erupted from the back of its skull, still blazing with silver energy.  The lanohtar gurgled, clutched at the spear futilely with one hand, and pawed at Saphielle with the other.
“Go now to your rest, fallen one,” the Avenger said softly, her voice no longer hard but filled with pity.  “I free you from this accursed life.”  The lanohtar shuddered and fell still, its limp form dangling lifelessly from the woman’s spear.
As the monster died, the fire sustaining Saphielle guttered and dimmed, winking out a moment later.  The woman took a step back, yanking her spear free, turned to Aranos for a moment, and smiled.  As she did, her eyes rolled back in her head, and without a word, she collapsed to the ground.
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Martina slowly opened her eyes, blinking stupidly at the flare of green light that surrounded her.  She moved to cover her eyes with her hand, giving them time to adjust, but her limb was pinned above her and refused to move.  Panic surged in her and drove her to full wakefulness, and she suddenly recalled what had happened.
Their excursion into the Fallen City had gone pretty much as Martina had thought it would.  Liam seemed to know the layout of the place well enough to guide them, and while their encounters with undead had been nearly constant, they hadn’t been rushed or overrun.  It was as if the undead in this part of the city were missing, and when Martina recalled the mass exodus she’d seen in the tracks of the hidden tunnel, she had a feeling she knew where the undead had gone.
“I’ll bet that they were all sent out to attack Phil and his group,” she told Hector quietly when Liam was occupied renewing the Spell that was supposed to hide their presence but that Martina didn’t think was doing a damn thing.  “They must have left just before we arrived.  Quite the coincidence, huh?”
“I don’t believe in coincidences,” Hector replied, but seeing the grim look in Martina’s eye, he sighed.  “And I can see you don’t, either.  You think Liam somehow knew about this?”
“I’d put money on it,” she said firmly.  “I don’t know how that would be possible, though.”
Hector rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  “If Liam’s somehow in contact with whoever’s in command here, it would,” he said slowly.  “If that’s the case, though, we’re probably walking into a trap at this temple, sister.”
“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, too,” Martina replied grimly.  “I say we ditch Liam and Monetta and follow the undead back to Phil and his party.  I don’t know how many undead they were facing, but it looked like a lot, and I’ll bet they could use our help.”
“I think that’s the best plan you’ve had all week,” Hector grinned at the woman.  “Let’s…”
Hector grunted as a thrashing, black tail slammed into him, catching him by surprise.  The Warrior fell heavily to the ground but rolled to his feet, hefting his shield and unhooking his axe.  Martina spun, nocking an arrow and drawing it hard against her cheek, her eyes seeking their attacker.
Liam stood several feet away, his arms crossed, shaking his head and clucking his tongue in mock sorrow.  “Tsk, tsk,” he said, his voice mournful but with a gleeful undertone to it.  “Were you really just going to leave me here on my own?  You could have asked me if I wanted to go help Phil and his friends, too, you know.”
Martina sighted at the Summoner, her heart racing but her voice strangely calm. “Would you have gone if I had asked?” she said simply.
Liam chuckled.  “Fair enough, I suppose.  You’re right, I’d have said no.  I’m not about to turn around when we’re already this close, for one thing.  For another, running into your buddies would have put something of a kink in my plans.”  The Wizard shook his head.  “No, I suppose this was going to happen at some point.”
“You’ve got plenty of summons to keep you safe,” Hector spoke up.  “You don’t need us.  We’ll go help Phil and his crew, and you can do whatever you need to do here.  We don’t care.”
“Actually, I do need you,” Liam sighed.  “Don’t expect some sort of big reveal, though.  I know that you can private message Phil while you’re in the same area as him.  I’m not going to tell you anything that I don’t want Aranos to know.”
“That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?” Martina asked, her eyes darting around.  Monetta was missing; the Rogue was probably in Stealth somewhere, but Martina’s Perception was high enough to pick her out – so long as the Rogue was in line-of-sight, that is.  “This is all some big plan to get Aranos, isn’t it?”
“Nope, not really,” Liam laughed.  “Again, sorry, no villain spiel today.”  He sighed again.  “This has been fun, but we might as well get it over with.”
Hector roared and charged at the Summoner, but a huge, black-scaled lizard jumped in his path.  Martina released her arrow and nocked another, activating her Precise Shot Ability and sighting carefully along the shaft.  The first arrow, as she’d suspected, shattered against an invisible barrier.  Precise Shot, though, gave bonuses to penetration, meaning that if she just held her aim for a few more seconds, she could punch right through the shield…
A lance of pain slammed into Martina’s back, where her right kidney was located, spoiling her aim and ruining her Ability.  She gasped and spun around to see Monetta standing before her, a long knife in the Rogue’s hand.  The black-leathered assassin lifted the blade to her mouth and ran her tongue along it, shivering with seeming delight as she tasted Martina’s blood.  The Ranger whipped her mace from her belt, but as she did, a wave of weakness rolled through her.  It was then that she saw the red notification flashing in her vision:
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You are Poisoned!
Type: Debilitating Poison
Effect: Lose 2 points of Str /s
Duration: 10 s
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Martina groaned and hefted her mace.  With the penalties they’d already taken from being in the Necrotic Zone, the poison would drop her Str into the single digits by the time it had run its course.  Still, she figured she had enough in her to take Monetta in a straight fight, and she charged the slender woman, swinging her mace with a shout. 
Monetta danced backward, but Martina pressed the attack.  Her mace hummed in the air as she struck, pressing forward, ignoring her dwindling Strength.   The Rogue finally dodged a moment too slowly, and Martina’s mace slammed into the side of her head with a sickening crack.  The Rogue fell, undoubtedly stunned, and Martina followed the strike with two more to her skull.  The third blow caved in the side of the woman’s head, and the light fled her eyes as she was sent for respawn.
Martina turned back and found Hector fighting three of Liam’s summons at once.  The big Warrior was battered, bleeding from multiple wounds, and staggering, but he swung his axe gamely, carving into the side of the giant spider and opening a huge gash that spouted ichor.  Martina snatched up her bow and sighted on the creature, aiming just below the center of its mass of eyes – there was a nerve bundle there, and hitting it would have to count as a critical shot – but before she could, a wave of gray energy slammed into her.  Her already weakened muscles seized up, and she dropped to the ground with a Paralyzed debuff.  A similar blast struck Hector, who fought it off, but the distraction allowed the spider to sink its fangs into him once more.  The poison and the Spell combined were too much for the Warrior, and he fell nervelessly to the ground.
Liam appeared in Martina’s vision, shaking his head.  “It didn’t have to be like this, you know.  You could have just gone along with me; it would have been less painful for you.”  He touched her, and while the Paralyzed debuff faded, her Str Stat hovered at 1, not enough to let her move, much less attack the Wizard.
Anger flared in the Ranger, and she spat at the leering Summoner.  “Go ahead, send us for respawn,” she snapped.  “We’ll come back, gather Phil and his group, and come for you, Liam!  You’ll pay…”  Her voice halted as Liam renewed the Paralyzed Debuff.
“Goddamn, were you about to tell me that I’ll pay for what I’ve done?” he asked incredulously, his tone shifting as he spoke, becoming less refined and more nasal.  “That has to be the worst, fucking cliché I’ve ever heard.”  Liam shook his head and stood up.
“I’m not sending your asses for respawn, even though it would be pretty damn fun to do it.  Like I said, I still need you, even though it’s probably not the way you’d want it.”  The man raised his hands and pointed at the two, black energy gathering around them.  The blackness had wrapped around Martina, and suddenly, she’d found herself here, bound and helpless.
“Hector?” she called out as she looked around, trying to make out her surroundings.  She was lying on her back on some cold, unyielding surface – probably a stone slab or table, she reasoned.  She could feel some sort of rope binding her legs in place and wrapped around her chest just under her armpits.  Her hands were tied uncomfortably over her head, making her shoulders ache.  Her head was free, though, so she could take in the area around her.
The slab she was on had a partner right next to it, and Hector was bound just as she was to that stone table.  Where she seemed to be held with ropes, the stronger Warrior was secured with solid-looking chains.  Above them, a statue towered; it was upside down in Martina’s perspective, and she couldn’t make out the features at this angle, but she was pretty sure she knew where they were, at least: the temple Liam had been seeking.
Martina felt panic rise in her as she realized what being bound like this on a stone slab in a temple probably meant.  She tamped it down, though; she’d gone to respawn before, and while it wasn’t fun, at least dying in-game wasn’t permanent, even when it meant being sacrificed to some strange goddess.  Once it was over, she and Phil would come back, find Phil and his group, and hunt down Liam.  Martina knew that she wasn’t particularly heroic, and vengeance struck her as a perfectly good motivator to play the game.  She started to think of different ways she could kill Liam; it was as good a way as any to pass the time.
“Oh, you’re awake!” she heard the Summoner’s voice, interrupting her thoughts.  As Liam strode into view, the Ranger raised her head and stared at him with what she hoped was a sufficiently intimidating gaze.  If Liam was bothered by it, though, no sign showed in his face.
“Welcome to the Temple of Virnal,” he said grandly, gesturing around at the room.  Catching the Ranger’s surprised face, he chuckled.  “What, did you actually buy that bit about this being a temple to Maeve?  That I needed an Advanced Class?  No, no, nothing so prosaic is happening, trust me.”
Martina struggled, noting that while her Str was still recovering from the poison Monetta had hit her with earlier, her Stats hadn’t dropped any further from being in the necrotic zone. She’d actually kind of been hoping for that; if the zone dropped any of her Stats to zero, she’d be sent for respawn and would be free of Liam, if nothing else.
The Summoner seemed to notice her faraway gaze and barked out a laugh.  “I told you I wasn’t sending you for respawn, didn’t I?  That means I’m not going to let this zone do it, either.”  The older man leaned over her, his face inches from hers.  “You’ve probably guessed that I’ve been working with someone in the city, so I guess it shouldn’t surprise you that I arranged for this place to be free of the draining effect for a while.  Long enough for us to finish up, at least.”
He stood back up and snapped his fingers.  Monetta suddenly appeared in Martina’s sight, carrying a black, lacquered case about a foot long.  The Summoner took the box from the silent Rogue and glanced at Martina.  “You’re wondering how she respawned and got back here so fast, aren’t you?” the man chuckled.  “Well, it won’t hurt to tell you that; Monetta’s not really a player.  She’s just another summons.  Your killing her just meant I had to call her back again, nothing more.”  The Summoner snorted in seeming amusement.  “I’ll bet you were proud of yourself, though.”
Liam moved to stand before the giant statue, opening the black case.  He muttered a few sentences, removing a knife with a black, evil-looking blade from the box as he finished.  He deftly sliced his palm and shook a few drops of blood onto Martina and Hector.  The Ranger felt an icy touch on the back of her neck as some malevolent power rose in the room, and she shivered in fear despite herself. 
Liam kept muttering, and suddenly one of his summoned beasts, a wolf-like monster with tentacles sprouting from its shoulders, appeared in front of him.  Liam grabbed the creature’s head, ordered it to be still, and jabbed the knife into its throat, slicing its carotid open in a spray of blood.  The crimson fluid washed over the statue and spattered on the floor, but the wolf stood calmly, held immobile by the magical bonds that had summoned it.  Martina watched in horror as the creature bled out; she understood, now, why Liam had wanted so many creatures.
“That should get things started,” Liam said brightly, placing a bandage on his wounded hand.  “Don’t worry, these things take time.  I’ll probably go through a sizable chunk of my menagerie before we’re ready.  You’ve got a long while before the grand finale, so relax and enjoy it!”
“I’d like it better if you undid these chains and let me wring your skinny neck,” Hector’s voice rumbled from beyond Liam, and Martina’s heart leapt as she realized the big Warrior was awake.  “Wouldn’t that be fun?”
“Probably not for me,” Liam chuckled.  “I don’t want to lose the time to respawn, to be honest.  I’ve got to come back here and do this pretty regularly, now, to keep that bitch Virnal’s attention, or I’ll have to start all over again.”  He turned to go, but as he did, he stopped and looked back at the pair.  “Oh, and since I’m sure the moment I’m gone, you’ll be telling Phil about this, please pass a message on to him for me.”
Martina gasped as the man’s form began to shift, shrinking inward, growing slimmer and curvier.  His graying hair lengthened and turned a golden blonde, and his ears gained a decidedly elven point to them.  As his transformation into a female elf finished, the Summoner smiled at the pair and spoke.
“Tell him that Lily says, ‘Hi’.  I’m goddamned sure he’ll know what that means.”




Chapter 13

Aranos sat beside Saphielle’s still form, staring out the window at the sun sitting high in the sky.  One hand rested on her shoulder, which was warm beneath his touch.  The Avenger lived, but she hadn’t woken since destroying the undead knight.
After the lanohtar’s defeat, the remaining undead had simply collapsed; apparently, some Ability of the undead general had kept them animated.  Without its presence, they had returned to being simple corpses.  Aranos rushed to Saphielle’s side, but Geltheriel had stopped him before he could get too close.
“Allow the healers the space they need, Oathbinder,” she’d murmured to him, holding him back effortlessly.  “Her life may depend on how quickly and well they can reach her.”  Aranos had reluctantly nodded as Rhys and Meridian both rushed forth, healing Spells glowing on their hands. 
A minute or so later, the Shaman rose to her feet.  “She’ll live,” she said shortly.  “At least, I’m pretty sure.  That sword had some weird energy to it, and it’s trying to eat at her.  She’s fighting it, though, and I think she’ll win.”  She smiled at Aranos, who nodded at her.
They’d all returned to the tower, both physically and emotionally exhausted from the long battle and the climactic finale.  Aranos was the only one who didn’t technically need to sleep, but he was certain that his Endurance wouldn’t come back until he’d had a long rest, so he’d reluctantly gone to his tent and closed his eyes. 
His Dreamstriding took him first to Lorsan.  The majordomo seemed less surprised to find himself in the dreamscape this time; either that, or he had been practicing his inscrutable expression so as not to be caught off-guard again.  Aranos figured it was an even bet which was true.
“I am glad to see you, my Lord,” the elf bowed to Aranos a moment after appearing in the Realm of Dreams.  “I have news for you, both good and bad.  Do you have a preference which should come first?”
“Let’s end on a high note,” Aranos decided.  “Bad news first.”
“Very well,” Lorsan nodded.  “Two of our facilities were attacked yesterday.”
Aranos blinked.  “Wait, attacked?  What do you mean?  Was anyone hurt?”
“Several of the paid laborers were killed,” Lorsan nodded.  “Because of this, many others have said they will not work for us until we provide better protection.”
Aranos’ face darkened.  “And do we know who did it?” he demanded.
“It is not perfectly clear,” Lorsan hedged.  “The House of Blades is still investigating.  However, all evidence points to House Luzeiros.  Both attacks happened when guards from Luzeiros were nearby, the attackers were swordsmen, and Meriel of Luzeiros vanished just as it happened.”
Aranos stopped.  “That’s…a little too neat,” he said slowly.  “It sounds more like someone wanted it to look like Luzeiros attacked us, don’t you think?”
“That was my thought as well, my Lord,” Lorsan agreed.  “However, it is possible that Ghilanna of Luzeiros struck so openly simply because none would believe her responsible when the evidence so clearly points to her.”
Aranos sighed, rubbing his head.  “If only I could talk to her,” he muttered.  He paused and looked at Lorsan with a smile.  “Maybe I can.  Do you know what Ghilanna looks like?”
“Of course, my Lord,” the elf said smoothly.  “I know all of the House Lords by sight.”
“Describe her to me, then.  Not just her appearance; how does she talk?  How does she walk?  Does she have any weird mannerisms?”
Lorsan stared at the Sorcerer for a moment before describing the woman as carefully as possible.  It took him a few minutes, and Aranos was frankly amazed at the depth of the man’s knowledge.  When Lorsan was finished, Aranos felt he had a good image of the Matriarch of Luzeiros; enough, anyways, for his purposes.
“Okay, so what’s the good news?” he finally asked.
“Ah, the good news is that our House’s services have been in high demand, my Lord,” the elf smiled in reply.  “And not merely in Eredain.  We have received requests from across the Elven Realms, more than we can feasibly accept.”
Aranos frowned.  “Wait, from across the Realms?” he interrupted.  “How’s that good news?”
“It means that our Reputation is spreading, my Lord,” the majordomo assured him.
Aranos pulled up his House status curiously.  “It doesn’t look like our Reputation is going up, though, Lorsan.  If anything, it looks like it’s dropped a few points.  I don’t think this is good news.”
“What do you mean, my Lord?”
“I mean, it looks like someone is convincing people to offer us Quests we can’t possibly accept.  If we keep telling them no, won’t it look like we aren’t capable of walking the Path we’re trying to navigate?  Won’t people think we’re incompetent or unreliable?”
Lorsan stopped, his face blank.  “I – I hadn’t considered that, my Lord,” he admitted after a moment.  “You are correct; if we are continually refusing Quests, surely the other Houses will cease offering them to us.”
Aranos thought for a moment.  “Can you give me a description of Meriel, as well?” he asked at last.  “I think I might want to visit her first.”
“As you wish, my Lord, although I am not as familiar with her mannerisms and personality.”
After hearing the more limited description Lorsan could give him, Aranos sighed.  “I think the best thing we can do right now is spend some money to hire guards for our facilities,” he told the majordomo.  “I’ve developed some new methods of Enchanting, plus I’ve learned how to make deepsteel and faymetal items.  I think we should be able to sell those for a decent profit.  Talk to Houses Gilris and Liapetor and let them know that I’m intending to craft higher-quality items with strong Enchantments to sell.  Find out what sort of things they won’t make, so we aren’t stealing any customers from them.”  He grimaced.  “Actually, never mind.  I remember their Scions.  I’ll talk to them myself.  I don’t want to step on any toes, here.”
“That is very wise of you, my Lord,” Lorsan bowed.  “I will see to hiring guards at once.  Is there anything else?”
“How are things going with the Travelers?” Aranos asked cautiously.  “Have there been any problems?”
“None of which I am aware, my Lord.  They train during the morning hours and Quest during the evenings.  Sometimes, they return unexpectedly – I believe they call it ‘respawning’ – but it does not seem to bother them greatly.  Often, I have heard them laughing about ways in which they were killed.  It is…unnerving, to say the least, but it is something one must adapt to when surrounded by those who cannot die.”
“Yeah, it’s still not much fun to do it,” Aranos grimaced.  “A lot of times, the joking and laughing is a way to put it behind you.  If you were just eaten by something, you don’t really want to dwell on it.”
Lorsan shuddered.  “I do not believe that immortality is the gift it is made out to be, my Lord, if it means one must experience death repeatedly in imaginative new ways.  No offense intended, of course.”
“None taken,” Aranos shrugged.  “It’s not for everybody, even among my people.”  He stretched.  “I’ll talk to you soon, Lorsan.  I’ve got a bunch of people to chat with today.”
Faraine of House Gilris was a tiny woman with silver-white hair.  She was so short that the first time Aranos had met her, when he was investigating the death of her father, he’d mistakenly thought she was a child.  In fact, she was a powerful Enchanter, likely a Master in the Skill bordering on Grandmaster, and on her father’s passing, she had become the Matriarch of her House.  She had also agreed to sell House Evenshade’s Enchanted items using her House’s contacts, so Aranos was quite carefully respectful as he spoke to her.
It had been harder than normal to call her into the Realm of Dreams; it was as if the woman resisted his Skill somehow.  It’s more likely that she’s got an item that protects her from Dreamhaunting, he corrected himself.  That, or her whole estate is warded against Dreamwalking.  It took him almost a full minute of concentration to reach her, but eventually he’d been able to draw her image into the dreamscape. The tiny woman looked around the sea of reflected dream images curiously as she appeared.
“Lord Evenshade,” she said at last, inclining her head to him.  “We are in the Realm of Dreams?”  When he nodded, she continued.  “Quite fascinating, and rather unexpected, if I may be frank.  Both I and my House are warded against such intrusions.  And yet, I recall that you were able to investigate my father’s wards when all others failed; I suppose this is simply another such instance, and I should not be surprised.”
“Lady Gilris,” Aranos bowed formally.  “Forgive my intrusion, but I’m far distant from the Stronghold, and I wanted to speak to you in person.  You’ve been kind to my House, and I’d like to repay your kindness with courtesy.”
“Well spoken, Lord Evenshade,” Faraine replied approvingly.  Aranos had read her correctly; she’d been worried about his behavior the day they’d met, and he had a feeling she was a stickler for formality.  “My kindness to you pales, though, in comparison to the service you have done both my House and me in finding and slaying my father’s murderer.  It is indeed among the very least that I could do to assist you.”
“It was my honor to serve the Stronghold, and the people of Eredain,” Aranos replied.  “In fact, it’s about serving the Stronghold – and the Elven Realms – that I want to talk to you.”
“You have my curiosity piqued,” the woman smiled.  “Is this a favor you wish to ask of me?”
“To the contrary, Lady, I’m looking for your advice and approval about further Enchantments, as I don’t want to intrude on the crafts that you and your House create.”
The woman waved her hand dismissively.  “You need not seek my permission for your own crafting, my Lord.  We of House Gilris do not fear competition, as you might imagine.”
Aranos laughed good-naturedly.  “Probably with good reason; I’m not that skilled, just yet.  However, I’ve learned some new techniques that are neither Enchanting nor Runecrafting but use elements of both.  I’ve also discovered how to craft and Enchant both deepsteel and faymetal.  I know that there’s a market for these, since they’re both difficult to acquire and highly valued, I wouldn’t want to impinge on your House in any way.”
Faraine had frozen at his words and stared at him, her face blank but her eyes reflecting deep concern.  “You can Enchant faymetal and deepsteel, Traveler?” she said softly, seemingly jarred from her formality.  “How…never mind.  You know, of course, that we can craft nothing that will compare with such weapons and armor, even if the Enchantments upon them are of lesser quality.  Knowing your exploits, I would not venture to guess that the quality of your Enchantments is anything less than excellent, as well.  You could easily dominate the market with such items, Lord Evenshade.”
“I actually can’t, my Lady,” he shook his head.  “Crafting faymetal is difficult, and I’m limited in how much I can make.  Deepsteel is simpler, but it takes time and effort.  Honestly, I’ve got a lot of other things that need my attention, and I’m just crafting these to raise money for my House until we’re sufficient without that income.  I just want to know what kind of items would be the least disruptive to your House and your crafters.”
Faraine watched him carefully for a few moments before bowing her head.  “You are kind to think of us, my Lord,” she said, her voice more respectful than it had been before.  “I – I have not yet reached the level of Skill my father had, and because of this, some have turned away from our House to seek other suppliers for their greatest Enchantments.  If you were to begin producing items of deepsteel, which I would have difficulty Enchanting, or faymetal – which I freely admit I cannot Enchant, nor can any outside of the fay realm, to the best of my knowledge – it would cast larger doubts upon my House at a time I could ill afford such.”
Aranos frowned, thinking furiously.  “What if I agreed to only sell Enchanted faymetal to your House, so you could re-sell it, my Lady?” he asked slowly.
Faraine frowned.  “Could you instead teach us how to Enchant faymetal as you do?” she countered. 
“I don’t think I can, I’m sorry,” he shook his head.  When her face darkened, he quickly continued.  “Not because I don’t want to or want to keep it a secret.  It requires a specific Ability that I doubt anyone in your House has, since it’s related directly to my Class.  Plus, I’m only an Adept at it right now, so I can’t teach it effectively even if I wanted to.  If I could, though, I would be happy to…in exchange for your teaching me more about Enchanting, of course!”
The woman sighed.  “Then this is the next-best arrangement, I suppose.  If others wish to purchase faymetal items, they will have to work with us, keeping our relationships alive until I reach Grandmaster level myself.”  She looked directly at Aranos.  “This is a very large favor you grant my House, Lord Evenshade.  Is there aught you would wish in return?”
“As I said, I wouldn’t say no to your instruction in Enchantment, my Lady,” he grinned at her.  “I’ve just hit the Expert ranks, myself, but I don’t really know all that many Enchantments, yet.  It would be great to learn more and maybe pick up some pointers from an actual Master.”
“I would be honored, my Lord,” the woman bowed.  “And my thanks for your consideration.”
The conversation with the exceptionally thin, long-fingered Onvyr of House Liapetor didn’t go quite as smoothly.  “I have seen your works being sold through House Gilris, Traveler,” the copper-haired man spoke, his eyes fierce and his jaw set.  “Why did you not come to my House, first, to sell your Runecrafts?  Do you think us unworthy of your crafts?”
Aranos had been quite frankly stunned.  “Not at all, Onvyr,” he stammered.  “My Skill’s called High Enchanting, so I naturally went to the House that specialized in Enchanting.  I didn’t mean any offense…”
“Yet offense was taken, Lord Evenshade,” the man said firmly.  “I am not Patriarch, yet, but my father Cohnal has spoken of this, both to me and to the Lords of other Houses.  You will find that many now are not your allies.  We are not your enemies, but should you continue to work outside of us…”
“That’s why I came to talk to you, Onvyr,” Aranos said quietly, silencing the elf with an effort of will.  “I brought you here to tell you that I’ve developed some more advanced Runecrafting techniques.  I was hoping to work with your House so that my efforts aren’t undermining yours.  I can see that I was mistaken, though.”
Onvyr opened his mouth to protest, but Aranos shook his head.  “You said it yourself: your father has already decided he doesn’t like me, but he never bothered to talk to me about this.  He just assumed I was insulting him, just like you have.  If he’d come to me, we would have worked something out; I don’t mean your House any harm.
“But I won’t work with people who go around behind my back and stir up resentment against my House,” Aranos continued, his voice hardening.  As he spoke, the dreamscape around him darkened, mirroring his anger.   Onvyr looked around nervously, and Aranos could see the fear growing on his face.
“If you’re the kind of House who behaves like that, who won’t do me the courtesy of telling me you’ve got a problem and giving me a chance to fix it before you go around trying to create more problems for me…then I want no part of you.  Go back and tell your father that pretty soon, Runecrafted deepsteel and faymetal will be coming to the market, and that you cost him a chance to work with me selling it.  Then, when he gets angry, tell him what I said, and once he realizes it’s his own fault, maybe he’ll forgive you and apologize to me.
“If not, then I’ll know I was right not to work with him.”  Before Onvyr could speak, Aranos dismissed his image.  He stopped and took some deep breaths, calming himself; a quick glance around him showed him that his anger had bled into the nearby dreams.  He hoped he hadn’t given anyone nightmares, but it was interesting to see that he could directly affect the dreams around him if he wanted to.  He’d have to experiment with that another time.  He didn’t have forever in the dreamscape, and his visit to Onvyr had been a waste.
It took him longer than he’d expected to find Meriel of House Luzeiros.  He didn’t have the best description of her, but it should have been enough to locate her within fifteen minutes or so, at least if she’d been in the Stronghold.  It took him nearly an hour, though, which meant either something was blocking him from contacting her, or she had fled the Stronghold and was traveling somewhere else. 
The woman who appeared was tall and muscular, her arms speaking of the sword training that made her House famous.  Her hair was a glossy black color that was rare among the elves, who tended to fairer colorations, but her eyes were ice-blue and hard as agates.  She clenched her fists when she saw him and took a step forward, but he froze her with a simple act of will.
“Merial of Luzeiros,” he said flatly, inclining his head.  “You know who I am?”
The woman straightened and relaxed, a smile appearing on her face.  “Y-yes, my Lord,” she said smoothly.  “Forgive me; I was startled by my surroundings.  Where are we, and how did you call me here?”
“You know exactly why I called you here, Meriel,” he replied, gesturing at the woman.  Three tendrils of flame erupted from the ground, circling around the woman but not quite touching her.  “Don’t you?”
“My-my Lord?” she gasped, her face wide and blank.  “I do not understand!  Please, what did I do?”
Aranos was almost tempted to believe her, but his Sense Intent Skill was screaming at him.  “If I have to tell you what you did, Meriel,” he whispered, deliberately projecting menace not just into his voice but into the dreamscape around him, “then you’re going to be too busy screaming to hear me.  Why are you here?”
The woman looked about in seeming panic for a moment, but her eyes took in Aranos’ implacable face, and the veneer of innocence slid away in an instant.  “Yes, I know why I am here, false Lord,” she spat, her voice a hiss.  “I regret nothing that I did!  Those who were slain had betrayed us all, betrayed the Realms by working for a pretender such as yourself!”  She spat at him, but it vanished at Aranos’ whim.
“That’s enough for now,” he said calmly.  He flexed his will, and bands of steel wrapped around the woman, binding her securely.  A similar band sealed her mouth, and a chain snaked out, attaching to her chest.  Aranos grabbed the chain and began concentrating on the image of Ghilanna that Lorsan had described for him.
The trip to the Matriarch of House Luzeiros also took longer than Aranos would have liked, primarily because he had to spend part of his willpower to keep Meriel’s form solid and attached to him.  The farther he traveled, the more difficult that became – apparently, her image didn’t want to travel far from her actual body – but soon enough, his travel slowed, and a figure started to resolve itself before him.
The Matriarch of House Luzeiros looked every inch the Warrior Aranos assumed she was.  She was encased in steel, with a gleaming longsword at her side and a heavy shield bound to her arm.  Her chestnut hair was bound tightly against her head, and her face was scarred from what was likely more battles than Aranos could imagine.  “What is the meaning of this?” the woman demanded as she glanced around herself.  “Where am I?  Who dares…?”  She broke off as she saw Aranos, and her eyes grew flat as she noticed the bound form of Meriel behind him.
“My Lord Evenshade,” she spoke tonelessly, although her hand drifted down to the sword at her hip.  “You bring my wayward daughter to me in somewhat less than ideal condition.  Should I ask what this is about?”
“Two of my facilities were attacked by Luzeiros swordsmen yesterday,” Aranos told the woman bluntly.  “Meriel here confessed to being part of it.  I’m seeing how far up your House this goes so I know what I need to do about it.”
The Warrior eyed him for a moment before breaking out in a full-throated laugh.  “Ah, Lord Evenshade, you have the soul of a Warrior, and you move swiftly to the attack, testing my weaknesses!  I take it you can sense untruths?”
“I can,” Aranos prevaricated slightly, secretly chuckling at the irony.  “What did you know of this?”
“Nothing,” the woman said simply.  “However, when Lord Morric of the House of Blades spoke to me, I suspected what you no doubt intend to prove to me.  Meriel had gone on her own to join your House, but her motives were unclear to me.  As she was one who was close to the Fallen House Exxidor, I had my suspicions.”
“And you didn’t think to tell me about them?” Aranos asked archly.
Ghilanna shrugged.  “Politics is war, my Lord.  If you do not know this, learn it well.  Had you naively accepted Meriel into your House, the lesson you would have gained would have been well needed.  As you did not, I assumed the lesson one you understood.”
Aranos nodded.  “So, you weren’t close to Keryth of Exxidor?”
Ghilanna snorted.  “So far as I know, none were close to Keryth, not even his wife and son.  I dealt with him, if that is what you mean, because he paid well for our blades, and his House trained the few Wizards we produced without rendering us beholden to the House of Stars.  It was a fair exchange.”
The woman’s face darkened.  “When he took our younger blades and enslaved them into an army, one that then assaulted the Guards of the Tree-heart…then, he betrayed us all to the Darkness.  I broke from Exxidor when it became clear what had occurred, and should any of that House come to me, I will answer their words with my blade!”  Her eyes flashed.  “We of Luzeiros are mercenaries, but always do we serve the Light first and foremost.  Exxidor failed the Light by allowing such evil to be done in its walls.  Elder Golloron showed them more mercy than I would have, for I would have gladly executed the lot myself!”
Aranos smiled in relief; both his instincts and his Sense Intent assured him that Ghilanna was speaking the truth; the passion in her words was unmistakable.  “We agree on that, my Lady.  I had the chance to show mercy to Vulred of Exxidor, but in my eyes, he’d earned his death.”  He turned to Meriel.  “Do you want proof?”
“If you have it, I would see it,” Ghilanna sighed.  “Say, rather, that I should see it.  You know, though, that if you free her, she will deny anything she has said?”
“This is the Realm of Dreams, my Lady.  One thing I’ve learned is that anything that happens here stays as an echo.  The High Dreamer used that, long ago, to recall an altercation I’d had here.  I’m pretty sure I know how to do it.” 
Aranos reached out to the struggling Meriel with his thoughts.  He focused on the scene he wanted and pushed his awareness into her mind.  He almost recoiled; the woman’s thoughts were so filled with hate and rage that it was almost painful.  He quickly mastered himself, though, and willed the image of her words to appear.  As he heard her voice speaking in the dreamscape, he opened his eyes.
The scene wasn’t quite as he recalled it.  Meriel looked taller, more confident; he appeared smaller, his face sly and his words more sibilant.  That made sense, though; he was seeing this through Meriel’s eyes, not his own.  We’re all the hero in our own story, he thought silently.  And the villain in someone else’s.
Ghilanna watched quietly as the scene unfolded before turning to Aranos.  “How accurate was that?”
“Fairly,” he shrugged.  “I bullied her into confessing, and she said those same words, mostly.  They sounded nastier in my recollection, but you know how that is.”
Ghilanna nodded.  “Will you free her to speak?” she asked quietly.  “Hopefully, by now, she knows that she will not convince me of her innocence.”
“Of course.”  Aranos concentrated, and the steel band around the woman’s mouth vanished. 
“Meriel,” Ghilanna said ominously, the lack of a House name in her address somewhat conspicuous to Aranos, “what have you done?”
“I have done what you and the doddering elders should have in my place,” the woman spat.  “Allowing this pretender to sit in the home of Exxidor disgraces us all!”
“Pretender?” Ghilanna repeated.  “His appointment was granted by Elder Golloron through the agency of the Tree-heart, child.  It would be impossible to fabricate.”
“Yes, foolish Elder Golloron appointed him, but surely treachery was involved!  Just as he tricked Lord Keryth into betraying us, he has somehow ensnared the Elder to his will!”
Both Aranos and Ghilanna snorted at that.  “If you think that, you’ve never met Golloron,” Aranos chuckled darkly.
“That is a truth!” Ghilanna agreed heartily.  She turned back to Meriel.  “Perhaps you do not know what that fool Keryth attempted, child.  Had he succeeded, he would have dragged Eredain into the foulest of slavery.  His poison might have spread to other Tree-hearts; he may have doomed the entire race of elves to be servants of Darkness!  No greater treachery has been played against us in my memory; Keryth deserved his death and far more.”
Ghilanna sighed and turned toward Aranos.  “You know, of course, that Meriel lacks both standing and authority to have orchestrated such a plot.  At best, she may have been a potential source of intelligence, a go-between for greater powers.”
“I suspected as much.  We’ll need to get that information from her.  She’s not in the Stronghold anymore; I don’t know where she is, to be honest.”
“We will find her,” Ghilanna said confidently.  “Meriel betrayed us, but more so, she betrayed the one who saved Eredain from the Darkness.  She will pay, with her honor and her life.”  She stared at the defiant, young woman.  “You understand, yes?  There is no safe harbor for you in elven lands, Meriel.  You will be found, and you will be broken.  You will tell all you know.  Your benefactors know this, and they will grant you no mercy.  If you appear to them, it will be your life.
“If you come to me, you will pay for what you have done.  Lives have been lost, and my House’s name has been tarnished.  There will be reparations, and it will be long years before you have regained a modicum of trust or honor again.  Yet, you will live to have that chance.  Tell me now who has done this and return to us.  It is your only chance, now, for life.”
Meriel opened her mouth to speak, but Aranos felt something off as she did.  A strange, foreign energy descended into the dreamscape, a power that he didn’t recognize.  He reached out with his mind, seeking the source, but so far as he could tell, the power welled up from within Meriel herself.  He grabbed dream energy and wove a shield around himself and Ghilanna, fearing an attack, but the weird energy turned upon the woman, halting her speech.  Her image shimmered, pulsed, and suddenly she screamed as the image of her shattered into shards that were quickly swept into the dreamscape.
Aranos felt a brief stab of pain as the energy he was using to bind the woman backlashed on him, but it passed quickly, and his Fortitude Skill kept him from suffering any ill effects from it.  Ghilanna stared at the image in concern, her hand once more gripping her sword. 
“What was that?” she asked a bit suspiciously.  “Did you…?”
“Not me,” Aranos replied shortly.  “If I had to guess, I’d say that someone put a Spell in her mind that attacked her if she was about to tell who she was working for.  How they rigged it to reach into the Realm of Dreams, I don’t know, but it means that they know I can travel here and planned for this.”
Ghilanna grunted and eyed the spot where Meriel had been.  “Is she dead?”
“No idea,” he sighed.  “If she’s not, she’s probably in pretty bad shape.  Normally, nothing that happens here carries over into the real world, but if that happened in the real world and carried over to here…”
Ghilanna grunted.  “Then I must go seek her.  If she is to be found, we will find her.”  She turned to Aranos.  “I am certain that you were unsure of my House, knowing of our previous associations.  I was uncertain of your House, not knowing if a Wizard would have the strength to do what is needed to build a House.  I would hope that, in this meeting, both of our fears have been allayed.”
“Mine have,” Aranos said simply.  “I look forward to working with you in the future.  In fact, we’re about to be in the market to hire some guards for our facilities.  I’ll have my majordomo reach out to you.”
Ghilanna laughed.  “Having your holdings protected by the House that attacked them?  Do you believe that will sit well with your members?”
“Not right away,” he acknowledged.  “If we can reach a good arrangement, though, they might get used to it.  Especially since I can pay you in truesilver or deepsteel weapons.”
Ghilanna froze.  “If this is true, then our blades will be yours, Lord Evenshade,” she said fervently.  “Can they be Enchanted, as well?”
“I can only make a few of them, but I can Enchant them, sure.  In fact, once I’m back in elven lands, I’ll make you an Enchanted deepsteel longsword as my first project.  Deal?”
“My guards will be in place at your facilities by the end of the day,” the woman said fervently.  “A deepsteel blade – those are treasures of the richest, most ancient Houses now that our ties to the Dwarven Nations are severed.  For such a blade, you may count me your ally!”
Aranos chuckled at the memory of the Warrior’s fervor.  She was a mercenary at heart, there was no question about it, and her loyalty was clearly for sale.  He had a feeling that once she was bought, though, she would stay bought, so long as her employer kept faith with her.  In any case, he felt better having his facilities guarded, and he’d made a second trip to Lorsan to pass on the news. 
He’d planned to chat with Mathias, but there simply hadn’t been time.  His dream travels had taken a lot longer than he’d intended, and he still had to return to his body.  He decided it wasn’t a big deal; if Mathias was struggling with his Quest, Lorsan would probably know about it – from the complaining, if nothing else.  Besides, he wanted to check on Saphielle, and since by now his Endurance drain should be gone, it was time to wake up.
Saphielle had been unchanged when he awoke.  His Sense Mana Skill could feel a knot of necrotic mana in her, but it hadn’t tied itself to her soul, so eventually she would fight it off.  He helped a little, trickling restorative mana into her, but he was afraid to do too much.  When restorative and necrotic mana met, they annihilated one another and released a flood of freed soul mana.  He didn’t know what that much soul mana would do to the woman, so he was being cautious.
Instead, he’d stopped to check the notifications from the battle they’d just fought.  He’d actually gained a surprisingly low amount of XP from it, since despite how many undead there were, they were almost all much lower level than he was, and the XP was being split eight ways.  Only destroying the pillar – the thing the lanohtar had called an azgrovas – had given him any significant XP.  Even so, taken all together, it had been enough to get a level for both Silma and him.  To Aranos, though, that wasn’t the most exciting notification:
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Congratulations!  
You have Redeemed the Corrupted Ability: Energy Drain
Energy Drain has Evolved into Nourishing Aura
Ability: Nourishing Aura
Type: Redeemed Ability
Effect: You can generate an Aura that grants LP regeneration to or drains LP from every living creature within it.  To create this Aura, you must sacrifice LP, SP, or Physical Stat points.  The radius of the Aura is based on the energy type and amount you put into it:
Type         Radius
SP      10’ per 100 SP
LP      10’ per 50 LP
Stat Points10’ per Point

You can mix the energy types freely to create a larger Aura: if you expend 100 SP, 50 LP, and one Stat point, you’ll create an Aura with a 30’ radius.  So long as the Aura is active, the lost points cannot be recovered and will be deducted from your maximum total.  Once the Aura is released, sacrificed points can be recovered at a normal rate.  
The Aura will regenerate or drain LP per second equal to: [(Cha – 10) / 20, rounded down].  Drained LP heal you by the amount of LP drained.  This cannot bring your LP higher than 125% of your normal max.
Redeemed/Corrupted Ability: This Ability can be used in a Redeemed or Corrupted version.  If the Aura is regenerative, the user gains 1 RP per second it is active.  If it is draining, the user gains 1 CP per second it is active.
The blood is the life!  Now, whose blood is whose, here…
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Quest Updated: Race to Get Ahead!
For evolving a Redeemed Skill, you receive: +250 XP
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Warning!
Racial Change Imminent!
You are on the verge of Evolving your Race: Aleen into a higher form.  Be aware that any racial bonuses your current Race grants you may be lost or changed.  If your new race is incompatible with your Class, you will be unable to advance in this Class and must choose a new one. 
Choose your future actions wisely!
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Enhanced Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Nature
Nature mana drives the basic processes of all living creatures.  It is also part of the cycle of life, including growth and decomposition.  It is a particularly vital part of simpler life, such as plants and microorganisms, and it can be used to rapidly produce such organisms.
Associated Stats: End, Str
Requirements: End or Str 50+*, Natural Lore or Herbalism Expert 1
*The synergy between nature mana and your Inherent and Skill Abilities overrides this requirement.
Greater Aspect Version Discovered!
Aspect: Vital
Vital mana is the fundamental energy of all living things.  It is the basis for every creature’s LP pool and interacts with all Physical Stats to empower a creature.
Using Vital Mana: Vital mana can be used to heal, empower, or weaken the physical processes of any living or undead creature.  It has no effect on automatons or items.  Vital mana can be shifted into LP or Physical Stat points, although doing so is inefficient, and Stat points gained this way are temporary. 
Stat Damage: A caster can only use a limited amount of vital mana without taking Stat damage.  You can use SP of vital mana equal to the sum of your End and Str Stats per hour.  Exceeding this limit drains these Stats: you lose 1 point from the higher of these Stats per 1% of your max SP of additional vital mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.
Vital Mana and Living Creatures: Vital mana can be used to empower or grow any living or undead creature.  It can also create simple, nonintelligent life forms such as plants, fungi, or microorganisms.  Creatures so created are temporary constructs and vanish when the Spell creating them ends.
Vital Mana and LP/Stats: Vital mana can be created by sacrificing LP or Physical Stat points.  LP can be turned into vital mana in a 1:1 ratio, while 1 Stat Point generates 50 SP of vital mana.  The reverse is also true: 1 SP of vital mana can be turned into 1 LP, healing the caster, while 50 SP of vital mana can be used to empower any Physical Stat by 1 point for one hour.  SP generated in this manner do not count against the normal hourly limit of vital mana that can be safely used
+450 XP
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Party Perks Gained!
Stand at the Gates (3)
You have successfully held a position against a force more than ten times your number.
Benefit: Take 5% less damage when attempting to hold a position against attack (cumulative with the lower levels of this Perk), regain SP and Stamina 5% faster when holding a fortified position.
Shock and Awe (1)
You have laid a successful ambush for a numerically superior group
Benefit: Do 5% more damage for 30 seconds after springing a surprise attack on a foe.
Shock and Awe (2)
You have laid a successful ambush for a foe more than twice your number.
Benefit: Do 5% more damage for 30 seconds after springing a surprise attack on a foe (cumulative with the first level of this Perk).
Shock and Awe (3)
You have laid a successful ambush for a foe more than five times your number.
Benefit: Do 5% more damage for 45 seconds after springing a successful surprise attack on a foe (cumulative with lower levels of this Perk; all durations of this Perk are set to 45 seconds).
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Your Companion has gained a level!
Current Level: 13
Per +3, Agil +3, Other Stats +2, +5 Stat points to assign
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 7
Current XP: 122190/136000
Int +5, Wis +5, Cha +4, +5 Stat points
I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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Aranos read through the notifications carefully, especially the ones about his new Ability and aspect.  The Ability seemed fairly straightforward: in a support role, he could sacrifice a thousand or so SP off his max to create an Aura that would heal his party 5 LP per second.  That seemed great, until he considered that Meridian probably either had a Spell like that or would eventually develop one, and it would probably cost a lot less SP than his Aura.  He could also switch it into one that mimicked the azgrovas’ Life Drain Aura, but he’d quickly become Corrupted before the Aura could do any real damage to his foes.  Basically, it’s not much more useful than the Energy Drain Ability was, although at least I can use it now if I want to.  That’s something, I guess. 
The warning about his possible Race change was both heartening and a little nerve-wracking; he hoped that whatever racial change the AIs gave him would be based on how he’d played so far and especially on what he’d done to trigger the Evolution.  If that was the case, he wasn’t worried: everything he’d done to advance the Race to Get Ahead Quest had been related to either Evolving Spells, creating Abilities, or Evolving and Redeeming Skills.  A Race that gave him bonuses to that sort of thing would be awesome.  If, on the other hand, the racial change was random, or was based on random characteristics he had, he was in trouble.  He had several defensive bonuses, such as his Fortitude Skill, magic resistance, and elemental resistance; if his new race was one that was inherently resistant to magic, he might end up having to start over in a new Class.  He sighed internally; there wasn’t much he could do about it at this point except keep going and hope that the AIs chose not to cripple him, at least not when he hadn’t been playing outside his Class very much. 
His discovery of vital mana was exciting.  Basically, he’d just given himself an expanded version of the Sacrificial Caster Perk: he could interchange vital SP and LP freely, and he could even turn vital mana into Stat boosts.  This meant that he could also turn LP into Stat boosts if he wanted, by first shifting LP into vital mana and then turning it into Stat points.  If he needed to, he could quickly boost his Agility, for example, to help him Dodge more effectively, or amp up his Dexterity if he wanted to take better advantage of his Arcane Archery Skill.  He could also effectively cast more powerful Spells of vital mana using his LP. 
It also meant that he could use an Ability he rarely did and make a vital mana Spell permanent; it would cost 100x the normal SP, but if he crafted a simple Spell that only took 10-15 SP to cast, he could make it a permanent one at the cost of a major chunk of his LP.  Heck, if he knew that he would have time to rest afterward, he could dump some of his Physical Stat points into the Spell and make a more powerful one permanent.  He could grow one of the ancient, lost trees that way, or restore plant life to a wide area of ground.  Of course, he could do the same thing now with his Needful Reclamation Spell, but with vital mana he could do it because he felt like it, not because it was needful.
He glanced over his Status, deciding where to put his bonus Stat points.  He was tempted to use them to boost his Str and End over 50, but he’d be able to do that anyway with his next session with the training crystals, so really, it was kind of a waste.  Instead, he put a point each into Int and Wis and the remaining three into Cha, which he still didn’t know how to train effectively.  For Silma, he tossed a point each into Agil and Per and dumped the rest into her End. 
He’d been expecting the Stand at the Gates Perk to go up – by his reckoning, they’d faced almost two hundred of the undead, all told, but they’d only held the doorway against a hundred or so – but he hadn’t realized that his Overchanneled Spells would count as an ambush.  He guessed it made sense, since he’d set the Spells up to obliterate the undead once they attacked, but he hadn’t really thought of it as an ambush.
He started as a hand touched his shoulder, and he turned to see Geltheriel settling down next to him.  “How does she fare, Oathbinder?” the woman asked quietly, her face and eyes betraying her concern.
“She’s recovering,” Aranos sighed.  “I think she’ll need most of the day, but she’ll fight it off.  The sword did some kind of necrotic damage to her; if it had killed her, I think it would have turned her into an undead.”
The Shadedancer nodded her head grimly.  “That is one of the dangers of battling a lanohtar, Oathbinder, and likely the reason the Avenger chose to combat it alone.  Had it felled any of us, we might have risen as undead, and it would have been needful to return us to our rest.  That is a difficult task for any Warrior.”
Aranos nodded.  “What was that thing?  You both called it a lanohtar; my Undead Lore didn’t identify it, though, so it can’t be that common.”
“All of the Light know of the lanohtars, Oathbinder, although every race has a different name for them.  To humans, they are blackguards; in the Dwarven tongue, they are called kapsvikar.  They are Fallen Warriors of the Light, creatures that willingly betrayed the Light and embraced the Darkness in exchange for power and immortality.”
Aranos frowned.  It sounded like the result of a person embracing the Corruption and becoming an undead knight of some kind.  “I thought that the Darkness gives great power to someone who turns to it willingly,” he said slowly.  “The lanohtar was strong, but as a party, we could have taken it down easily.”
“It is true that the Darkness empowers its champions, Oathbinder, but it does not give great power to all who turn to it.  It gives power according to the measure of the one receiving it.  A desperate farmer who kills his neighbors and uses their blood to fertilize his fields, making a pact with the Darkness in the process, will not become an epic force of evil.  Instead, as he has only a small amount of inherent power, he will receive only a small amount in return.”
“So, that lanohtar probably wasn’t a great champion before it turned,” Aranos mused.
“Quite likely not, no.  None may ever know why it fell, but just as it was not likely of import in Antas before the city was Corrupted, it probably had no great authority before its death.  It was a competent commander, but were I to guess, I would call it but a lieutenant in the armies of Antas.”
“Yeah, it makes sense that it wasn’t very far up the food chain,” Aranos agreed.  “Whoever’s running things in the city wouldn’t want to send anyone or anything really valuable against us.  We’re supposed to be a small recon team, after all, and the commander’s strategy was to tie us up inside the tower while the azgrovas sucked the life from us.  If we hadn’t been able to break out and kill it, we’d have lost the war while winning every battle.”
“Now that we have destroyed their force, will they send another, Oathbinder?  Had their forces remained outside the clearing, and continued to attack in small waves, they would have defeated us.”
Aranos shook his head.  “No, they still would have lost.  They lost the moment I figured out how to kill that worm pillar.  If they’d kept hitting us in waves, it would have given me more freedom to do that, not less.”
Geltheriel nodded.  “While this is enlightening, it is not the reason I disturbed you, nor was my concern for the Lieutenant – although knowing that she recovers eases my mind somewhat.”  The woman reached into the pouch at her waist and produced what looked like a small, carved figurine.  The carving was the color of bleached bone and polished to a glossy finish.  It seemed to represent some beast or monster that Aranos couldn’t identify but resembled a cross between a tiger and an eagle, with a feline body and legs but an avian beak and wings. 
“What’s this?” Aranos asked, taking the figurine as Geltheriel handed it to him.
“An excellent question, Oathbinder.”  The woman’s face turned grave as she spoke.  “You may recall that I have chastised you for not being aware of your inventory, yes?”  Aranos nodded with a flinch; his inventory still had old hides and furs from his first day in Ka that he’d never gotten rid of or sold.  That didn’t seem to be the point, though, as the woman continued.
“As I prefer to practice the advice I give to others, I scanned my own inventory and found that this had been placed in it.  It is not mine, nor is it anything I brought from Haerobel, and it was placed in my pouch rather than my Storage Amulet.”
“You think someone put it in there?  Why would they do that?”  As he spoke, Aranos turned the figurine in his hands, trying to Appraise it, finally touching it with his Sense Mana Skill.  As he did, he grunted in surprise; the figurine practically blazed with mana of a type he didn’t recognize.  As his senses swept across it, though, a notification popped up in his vision; as he read it, he realized why someone had placed this in Geltheriel’s pouch:
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Arcane Lore Success!
You have identified:
Totem of Beast Calling
Rarity: Uncommon
Quality: Fine
Benefit: The bearer of this charm radiates an aura of aggression and challenge in a half-mile radius.  All non-sapient beasts within this radius are more likely to be drawn to the bearer and will be more prone to attack the bearer on sight.  These charms are often used to draw predators for capture or to earn XP more rapidly.
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Aranos slowly described the totem’s power to Geltheriel, an icy feeling spreading through him as he did.  “You know what this means, Geltheriel,” he finished quietly.
The woman nodded.  “The most likely scenario is that someone placed this in my pouch to draw more attacks to our party as we traveled, Oathbinder.  Perhaps they were hoping that the additional encounters would cause us grief or injury.”
Aranos shook his head.  “It’s worse than that,” he murmured as pieces began to fall into place in his mind.  “You check your inventory regularly, I’ll bet.  When was the last time you checked?  I’ll bet it was since we’ve left Eredain.”
Geltheriel stared at the Sorcerer for several long moments.  “You speak of treachery and betrayal, Oathbinder,” she said softly.  “Do you think one of our party…surely, you cannot suspect the others of such, based on this item.  it is far more likely that I overlooked it, and it was planted upon me in Eredain.  It could have escaped my notice.”
“There’s more to it than that, Geltheriel.  I’m thinking about the battle we just fought.  When the azgrovas was forming, the commander attacked in force hoping to rope me into spending all my SP on breaking up and wiping out the larger assault.  That means that they had some idea of what I can do.
“I hadn’t really thought much about it until now, but the lanohtar also knew that I was a Sorcerer, not a Wizard, but if it was really as low on the totem pole as we think, it wouldn’t have any reason to be able to tell the difference.  Someone told it what I am and gave it a rough estimate of my abilities.”
Geltheriel’s face clouded with doubt.  “Surely, there are others outside the party that know such, are there not?”
“Not many,” Aranos shook his head.  “There are a few, sure.  Dirue knows, which means Keryth probably knew, too.  Golloron is aware, of course, and so are most of the Travelers by this point, I’m sure.  Heck, if the Travelers have been talking to each other, even the ones in other realms might know that I’m a Sorcerer, by now.”  He frowned.  “I suppose it’s possible that some Traveler tried to infiltrate Antas, got caught, and was interrogated – or willingly talked to keep from being tortured or imprisoned.  That wouldn’t explain the figurine, though.”
“It would explain very little, Oathbinder.  Would any of those know of your spellcasting abilities?  Would they know that the commander would need to occupy the whole field to challenge you?  Or would they simply think you another type of Wizard?”
Aranos nodded in agreement; even if another Traveler knew about his Class, they wouldn’t really know what that meant.  Even most of the elves in the House of Stars didn’t really know what a Sorcerer did.  Golloron knew how powerful Aranos was, of course, and Ruehnar and Wynathra could probably guess, but other than Keryth, the only ones who had really seen him cut loose were…
“The Travelers in Eredain know,” he spoke slowly.  “They saw me wipe them all out with a single Spell, remember?  Any one of them could have passed a message on.  What if a party of them left before we did, trying to steal our Quest, and got caught?  They’d know about all of the elves; they just wouldn’t have any clue what the humans in the party could do.  They might even have managed to sneak that figurine in your pouch before we left Eredain.”
“That…would make sense, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel agreed.  “It would sit more easily with me than the idea of one among us betraying us, as well.  And yet…”
“Yeah,” Aranos sighed.  “Let’s face it, the only ones you and I can really trust are each other and Silma.”  He paused for a moment.  “And Phil.  I’ve known him for years; he wouldn’t do anything like this.  Anyone else, though, could be a hidden enemy.”
“I believe the Lieutenant has proven her innocence, as well,” Geltheriel said quietly.
“Yeah, probably.  I suppose she might have arranged that fight with the lanohtar, but that seems really unlikely.  Plus, if we start doubting everything that everyone does, we’ll go crazy and split the party apart.”
“So, what should we do?”
“We go on as before,” Aranos nodded.  “I was kind of waiting for this attack, you know.  I’m actually glad that it finally happened.”
“Why, Oathbinder?  You have spoken that you anticipated such a strike, but what benefit does it give us?”
“You don’t think that the city opened its gates to let those undead out, do you?” he grinned at the woman.  “We haven’t been watching them constantly, but whoever’s in charge there would have to assume that we might be.  If they open the gates, someone could slip in just as easily as someone could get out.  One person in the city might be able to open a door that would take hundreds to force open from the outside.”
“Then how…the tunnel!” Geltheriel chuckled as the realization hit her.  “They would have used the escape tunnel.  We can track it back to the exit and enter the city at last!”
“Yep,” Aranos nodded.  “That’s where Silma is right now.  She’s following the path the undead took to get here and scouting out the tunnel as best she can.  I’m hoping she’ll be back by nightfall, and we’ll be able to head out at first light.  It’ll be interesting to see what Antas looks like from the inside.”
“And the totem?”
Aranos concentrated on the item and called up his Deconstruct Ability.  The totem’s power faded instantly; sadly, the only notification that popped up told him that he’d failed to learn the Enchantment on the charm.  That didn’t bother him too much; the totem’s description said it was of Uncommon rarity, which meant he could probably find more in Eredain’s Great Square and try again.   What was important was that Deconstructing an Enchanted item also destroyed the Enchantment.  The totem was useless now.
“I destroyed it,” he said simply, snapping the drained wood in half.  “Maybe without it, things will be a bit less exciting.”
“That, Oathbinder, I sincerely doubt.”
The rest of the day passed in relative ease.  None of the party was that interested in going out patrolling after the night they’d had, so they spent the day training instead.  Aranos took a turn with the crystals and spent some time training Meridian in Meditation and Mana Control.  Since he was an Expert in Instinctive Meditation, he was able to help Meridian unlock the Skill herself.  Normally, it granted boosts to SP regen, Spell power, and Spell creation, but Meridian couldn’t really take advantage of that last part.  Aranos was pretty sure, though, that at some level she’d be able to train her Spells in her mindscape and use her meditation time to grow more powerful. 
He’d also helped her set up a mana fractal to organize and concentrate her SP.  It lowered her overall pool and regen rate, but each Spell cost less SP and her casting was both faster and more powerful.  She’d been reluctant at first, which he understood – no one wanted their SP pool to drop – but he explained that eventually, she’d end up with effectively more SP, since each Spell would cost significantly less and do a lot more for the cost, and eventually she’d agreed.
Aranos had also played around with the shards he’d collected from the lanohtar’s broken sword.  The metal looked and felt like steel, but it wasn’t; it seemed to have an affinity for necrotic mana and was both harder and more brittle than high steel.  That was why the sword had shattered under Saphielle’s shield attack: it would cut through things that steel wouldn’t, but without mana to empower it, it was easy to break.  Somehow, he guessed, the Avenger had nullified the mana inside the blade with that last attack.  To be honest, he had a feeling that Saphielle’s incapacitation was as much from using that final Ability as from the necrotic attack by the lanohtar.
It took him a while to find the correct entry in Ilmadia’s book, and once he read it, he understood why.
“Voidsteel, also called banesteel, is a creation of the Darkness and, as such, is forbidden in all the Realms of Light.  The method of its creation is unknown, although it is believed to involve the sacrifice of an innocent and unwilling subject.  It is known that voidsteel is created from ordinary high steel and that, once forged, it cannot be melted down or reforged without destroying the metal completely.  It is harder than steel but very brittle and must be infused with mana to be at all useful.  It can only effectively channel the darker forms of magic, such as void-based mana, making it dangerous for the wielder as well as their opponent.”
Aranos was loath to examine the metal, but hesitantly, he extended his magical senses to study the shard.  He could tell immediately that it was, indeed, based on steel – it had the same basic crystalline structure – but the pattern had been altered, and some sort of impurity had been added to the blade.  That impurity was why it was brittle; each tiny imperfection was a stress point in the metal. 
Curious, Aranos tried to draw out the impurities, but they didn’t seem to exist as far as his High Mastery Ability was concerned.  He frowned and tried a different tack, shifting the metal around the impurities and lifting them out, squeezing each one to the surface.  The black shard turned crimson in his hand, and Aranos swore and dropped the metal as a gush of foul liquid erupted from its surface and splashed on his skin.  His Scent Ability identified the fluid instantly.
“Blood,” he muttered, wiping off his hand.  “Somehow, the metal is infused with crystallized blood.”  Aranos doubted it was as simple as quenching a blade in blood; the impurities had been set in a very specific pattern that would channel mana effectively, and normal blood wasn’t really a conductor or attractor for any specific type of mana, as far as he knew.  Some sort of Enchantment or ritual had to have gone into crafting the blade, but as the book said, it would be impossible to melt it or reforge it.  Doing so would burn off the blood within it and either destroy it or turn it into normal, if excessively fragile steel.
By the time his training was done, darkness was starting to fall, and he could feel that Silma was returning.  Their bond was deepening, and sometimes he could almost sense what she was thinking and feeling even without her sending the images to him.  He checked once more on Saphielle – the snarl of necrotic energy within the woman was much smaller, now, and he sighed with relief as he realized that she was finally fighting it off on her own – then headed downstairs to greet the fenrin and hear her report.
It’s as you thought, pack leader, the wolf told him silently as he translated her words for everyone.  The undead pack came from the tunnel we sought.  It eluded us because it doesn’t open toward elven lands, as we thought, but points toward a gap in the northern mountains”
“Actually, kind of makes sense in hindsight,” Meridian sighed.  “I mean, Aranos here told us the dwarves dug out everything below ground, right?  If they made the tunnel, too, I could see them aiming it at their own home instead of someone else’s.”
“While that is an astute observation,” Rhys observed with a smile, “one might feel more impressed had you arrived at it some days ago.”
Meridian snorted.  “You didn’t think of it at all, so at least I’ve got that, Druid.”
Rhys sighed dramatically.  “Indeed, I did not, and the fact that it occurred to you first makes me question if being in the Corrupted Lands is finally dulling my wits.”
“Then maybe we should all quiet down and let our scout tell us how we can get into the city and maybe wrap all this up?” Phil suggested with a chuckle.  “Or do the two of you want to take this outside?”  Meridian gave the Druid a wry grin; the elf shrugged in return but stayed silent. 
Thank him for me, Silma sent to Aranos, who promptly did so.  As I was saying before I was interrupted, I followed the trail of the undead to the tunnel, which was extremely simple.  They weren’t trying to hide their passage at all; any of the pack could have followed it.  The tunnel stands unguarded and unwatched, although there is a wall of green light some distance within that I believe will damage the elves and humans.
“It appears the necrotic zone extends underground, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel observed.  “Have you completed the Spell that will protect us from it?”
“I’ll do it tonight,” he assured the group.  “We should be fine to head out in the morning…”
There’s more, pack leader, Silma interrupted him.  There were tracks leading into the tunnel that didn’t belong to the undead.  They were human – at least, three of them were.  The fourth was something that I’ve smelled before but can’t place.  They went into the tunnel after the undead had left and never came back out.
Aranos recounted her words, and the party sat in silence for a moment.  “Who could that be?” Phil finally asked.  “Did someone follow us from Stoneleague?”
“Oh, bloody hell,” Longfellow swore, rising to his feet and throwing his arms into the air.  “Someone’s going to complete the Quest before we do!”
“Not very likely,” Aranos grimaced.  “They went in the necrotic zone hours ago and never came out.  By this time, they’re probably off to respawn or so weak that they’re hiding from the undead and trying to figure out how to escape.”
“You thinking about rescuing them?” Phil asked quietly.
“Nope,” Aranos said firmly.  “If they’re Travelers, then they’ll respawn and be the wiser for it.  If they’re not, then they’ll probably be dead before we can get to them.  Besides, we’ve got our own concerns in the city, and they don’t involve whoever these people are.”
“Agreed,” McBane spoke up.  “Although if we do run into them, it would only be sporting to help them get out of the city, right?”
“Okay, yeah, if we happen to find them, we should help them out,” Aranos agreed.  “But we don’t have time to go looking for them.  Everyone agree?”  Aranos was surprised when everyone nodded, but after a moment, he realized he shouldn’t have been.  The players were all eager to complete the Quest and see if they couldn’t get their Advanced Classes.  Rhys was too practical to want to go out of his way to save a group of humans, and Geltheriel’s mind had doubtlessly run the same way Aranos’ had.  A group of strange humans appearing just when Aranos suspected someone was communicating with the leadership of Antas was too big of a coincidence for them to ignore. 
“Tomorrow morning, then, first light, we head out.  Everybody get some rest; I have a feeling we’ll need it.”
Although Geltheriel took the first watch, Aranos wasn’t tired; his rest earlier had taken care of that need for the day.  He returned to the top floor, where Saphielle still rested in his tent, and sat cross-legged, his back to the wall where he could see both the door and the window.  With nothing else to do, he dropped into his mindscape to finish his Spell and do some Skill training.
Completing the Spell required him to basically exhaust the mana crystal he’d brought.  As he called it up in his mind and began to renew the flow of SP to it, an idea struck him, and as he began fashioning the shell the next time, he slipped a filament of death mana in with the spirit mana holding the barrier together.  The sickly, gray energy wound throughout the shell, dimming the green radiance of it, but it didn’t seem to be affecting the stability of the construct.  Aranos grinned as the addition held; the death mana would do a tiny bit of damage to anyone crossing the barrier, but that wasn’t really the point.  His hope was that it would also stymie the life sensing Ability that the undead seemed to possess, or at least reduce the range at which the party would be spotted. 
Stealth would be key in the city; if they were going to have a chance to take it, they only had two options.  They could do it piecemeal, which would likely bring the forces of the undead crashing on them in a wave, or they could find and restore the city’s Heart.  Doing that would probably destroy most of the undead and would weaken the rest enough that the party could hunt them down at their leisure.  The Heart was the key to the city, and thanks to his research in Eredain, Aranos had a feeling that he knew where it was.
His first target, though, was the Vault.  If they could gain access to that, they could complete Geltheriel’s Quest and maybe even find Advanced Classes for the players.  That would give them time to work on the rest of the city, and it would be easier if the players and Rhys were all more powerful.  Again, he had a pretty good idea of where the Library was, roughly, and the Vault would only be accessible through it. 
It took him fifteen minutes of pouring SP into his mental construct before the Spell crystallized in his mind.  Once it was done, he began to consider what he could do with his newest aspect.  Vital mana, he knew, could basically do anything nature mana could, plus it could directly affect the LP and Stats of creatures.  He supposed he could use it to directly drain LP from a creature, but that seemed like it might be a Corrupted Spell.  After all, it basically replicated his former Energy Drain Ability, and that had been Corrupted. 
That didn’t mean he couldn’t affect someone else’s LP, though, he realized.  Vital mana didn’t just redirect the energy of LP; it could also transform it into other forms within a creature.  LP could be turned into SP and vice-versa, at least, within himself.  If he could do the same thing to another creature, he could turn a Warrior’s LP into SP that they likely had no use for, or a Wizard’s SP into LP that they didn’t need.  He’d rather use his Mana Vampire Perk to drain a caster of SP, of course, but it was always good to have another option. 
It took him a while to envision what he wanted in his mind.  The hardest part was connecting to the target’s LP pool without touching them; if the Spell required contact, it would be pretty worthless, since he spent as little time in melee as he could.  He started simply, imagining a single uruk bound in Void Paralysis, about as easy a target as he could imagine.  He first realized that his mana tendril had to be composed entirely of vital mana, or it would only interact with the target’s SP pool.  Next, he discovered that a creature’s LP had significant inertia; it was performing a specific purpose, and it didn’t want to be diverted from that.  It took a significant effort of willpower to shift the creature’s vital energies the direction he wanted, and it wasn’t until he diverted a large part of their pool into his Spell construct that he could gather sufficient energy to get the energy moving.
The creature didn’t have mana spirals, of course, but it had a tiny globe of unaspected mana where its spirals would have been.  Aranos guided the vital mana out of the LP pool into that prismatic sphere, watching as it grew and swelled the longer he held the connection.  At the same time, the monster’s LP pool dwindled, until it was a weak, pulsing glow that seemed barely capable of keeping the uruk alive.  At that point, the flow stopped, and Aranos couldn’t restart it, no matter how hard he tried.  Shrugging, he renewed the image and restarted the vision, this time imagining the uruk no longer held but engaged in battle with Geltheriel. 
He replayed the scene several times, finally draining his SP to the 50% mark, where he stopped.  There wasn’t an urgent need for the Spell right now – he had damaging Spells in plenty, and unless this one turned out to have a fantastically high transfer rate, it probably wouldn’t be as cost-effective as something like his Composite Bullet.  However, the new Spell wasn’t an attack, either, and that meant that he might be able to use it against an opponent that was otherwise protected from him.  Technically, it was a buff – he was boosting the target’s SP at the expense of their LP – so he wasn’t sure if things like shielding and barriers would protect against it.  In his mental visions, they didn’t, so long as he wasn’t attacking the creature directly, but things didn’t always work exactly the way they did in his visions.
He spent the next hour training his Skills, boosting his Animal Handling, Beast Lore, and Dodge Skills up to the Adept ranks.  When he was finished, he pulled up the day’s notifications, noting that thanks to his earlier training, the last of his Stats had finally jumped over 50:
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Through special training, you have gained the following:
Str +4 (Grueling)
Dex +2 (Grueling)
Agil +2 (Grueling)
End +2 (Grueling)
Per +2 (Grueling)
You have reached your daily limit for Physical Stat Training!  
Further training will have no benefits until a full rest is completed.
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You have increased your Str Stat to more than 50 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:
Lifting and Carrying: Your lifting and carrying capacity is boosted by 25%.
Melee Damage: Your melee damage is increased by your [Str x 1.25]%
You have increased your End Stat to more than 50 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:
LP Bonus: You receive 7.5 LP per point of End over 10.  This is applied retroactively.
LP Regen: Your LP regen at 125% of the normal rate.
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Spell Created: Death’s Ward
Rank: Novice 1
Weave a shell of energy that protects you from necrotic energy and hides you from life sensing Abilities.
Effect: Weave a shell of necrotic, spirit, and death mana that encloses an area 20’ in radius.  Any Spell or Ability that is primarily necrotic in nature has its effect reduced to one-quarter beneath the shell.  Any undead or necrotic creature crossing the barrier is slowed for 30 seconds.  Any living creature who crosses the ward takes one point of End damage.   
In addition, any Spells or Abilities that sense living creatures function at half the normal range through the barrier.  Necrotic effects and life sensing Abilities reduced by a further 0.5% per Spell level.
Duration: 1 hour
Cost: 280 SP, 32 necrotic SP, 71 spirit SP.
+250 XP
I guess now the only thing that’s certain is taxes…
 Skill Boosts!
Animal Handling (T) has gained a Level!
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Level Ability: Your Animal Companion gains a new Ability, chosen at random based on your interactions with them.  They will gain an additional Ability for every 10 ranks of this Skill you attain.  You can attempt to train any tamed animal to perform simple tasks such as fighting, retrieving specific items, opening a door, etc.
Beast Lore (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Level Ability: Identify Rare beasts and animals.  All Skill checks involving beasts gain a bonus equal to half this Skill, rounded down.
Dodge (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Adept 3
Adept Level Ability: You gain your Dodge bonuses to attacks even when you are traveling in a non-standard fashion (flying, swimming, etc.)  You have a chance equal to half your Dodge bonus to evade an attack that would normally be impossible to dodge.
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Your Companion has gained an Ability!
New Ability: Cloud Leap
Effect: Boost your normal jumping height or distance by half your Agil Stat, in feet, rounded down. 
Cost: 35 Stamina
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Satisfied with his gains, Aranos rose from his mindscape into the darkness of the tower.  He blinked stupidly for a few moments, a bit surprised by how dark it was.  Clouds had rolled in while he was meditating and covered the wan moon and stars, making the distant, green glow of the city the only illumination.  His Night Vision activated a second or so later, and the blackness vanished, replaced by a silvery vision of the room that had perfect detail but no colors whatsoever.  Aranos jumped and lifted a hand, a Spell forming, as he saw that a figure sat in front of him, staring at his face intently.
“Be calm, Redeemer,” Saphielle spoke, one hand rising to brush back a strand of her unbound hair.  “It is only I.”
“Saphielle,” Aranos breathed a sigh of relief, lowering his hand.  “Sorry, I thought – well, I’m not sure what I thought.  My ward’s active, after all, so…”  His voice trailed off as he realized that the woman wasn’t wearing her armor, the first time he’d ever seen her without it.  She had only a thin shift that hugged her frame and fell to her knees.  His brain was shouting at him about that, as well as the fact that he’d never seen the woman with her hair unbound, but he was honestly too shocked to pay attention to it.
“I am well, Redeemer,” the woman smiled at him, sliding a bit closer to where he sat.  “I am certain that was the question that you wished to ask me, yes?”
“Oh – yeah, I’m glad,” he stammered as his brain caught up to the rest of him at last.  “I knew you would be; I’ve been keeping an eye on you, giving you little doses of restorative mana, but I think you’d have shaken it off without me.  You’re just about the strongest person I know, after all…”
His words were cut off as the woman leaned forward and placed her lips gently but insistently against his.  Her mouth and tongue were soft, warm, and wet, and Aranos hesitated only a moment before returning her kiss, pulling her against him.  As he did, he realized that the woman had nothing on underneath the shift.
“Tonight, I do not wish to be strong, Aranos,” she breathed, pulling away from the kiss and staring into his eyes.  “Tonight, I wish to be loved.”  Aranos gazed at her a moment and nodded, rising to his feet and offering her his hand.  She took it almost shyly and followed him as he guided her toward the tent.
“Tonight, you are, Saphielle,” he smiled at her gently as he led her inside, letting the flaps close behind him, blocking off all other cares for the night.
He awoke some time later, smiling at the elf woman slumbering peacefully in his arms.  He took a deep breath and sighed; he was pretty content at that moment, for obvious reasons.  Saphielle had been passionate and nervous in equal amounts, and he’d gone very slowly and gently until her shyness passed and she began responding to him.  He wasn’t exactly inexperienced with women, but he wasn’t a ladies’ man, either, and something about that night had touched him more than the act usually did. 
A sharp rap outside the tent drew his attention, followed by a deep voice clearing its throat.  Aranos sighed and began extricating himself from the woman’s embrace as gently as possible.  Seriously, Phil, you have to interrupt me now? Do I need to hang a sword on the tent flap or something next time?
He pulled his clothes from his inventory, glad that it was at least simple to get dressed at a moment like this, then slipped from the tent as silently as possible.  The big Spellsword stood out of sight of the tent opening, tapping his foot and looking nervously anywhere except the tent Aranos was exiting.  Once he was clear of the tent opening, Aranos sighed.  Phil wouldn’t have bothered him if it wasn’t important.
“What’s up?” he asked the Spellsword.  Phil jumped a bit, and Aranos realized he’d been trying so hard to be quiet that he’d actually slipped into Stealth.  “Dude, we have to work on your Perception.  I’m really not that great at Stealth.”
“Not much point,” Phil shrugged.  “Perception’s a weak Stat for Spellswords.  I’m proud that I got mine over 25, to be honest.”  He glanced past the Sorcerer, who looked back and saw Saphielle emerging from the tent, fully armored, calmly binding up her hair.  “So, um…nice night?”  The Spellsword grinned at Aranos, who rolled his eyes.
“It’s been amazing, actually, right up until now.  You want to tell me why you’re ruining it?”
“Oh, yeah, sorry.  It’s about the party of humans Silma detected.  I know who they are, and I don’t know if we can wait until first light, Aranos.” 
The Spellsword sighed and ran a hand across his head, straightening the braid of his dark hair.  “You remember I was telling you about Martina, right?  The Ranger that I was partied with before?”
“Yeah, Karen,” Aranos nodded.  “I remember.”  His eyes narrowed.  “Wait…is she the one that’s in the city already?”
“Yeah, it’s her and Hector, the tank I told you about.  I think we need to go help them, Aranos.”
The Sorcerer shook his head.  “They’re Travelers, Phil.  Worst case, they’ll go to respawn, no big deal.  Why do you look so worried about them?”
“Well, I’m still friends with Hector, and he sent me a message and a screenshot.  I guess they partied up with a Summoner and a Rogue and were following us to Antas, hoping to score some loot and maybe grab some decent Advanced Classes.  Only, the Summoner betrayed them.  She was in contact with the city the whole time, and now she’s got them tied up in a temple of Virnal, and she’s planning some sort of ritual using them.”
Aranos felt a chill go down his spine at Phil’s words.  “Wait, she?  A Summoner?  Phil…”  He froze as the Spellsword sent him the snapshot he’d received from Hector.  The leering, delicate face and cruel features of the woman were burned into his brain. 
“Yeah, she told Hector to say, ‘Hi from Lily’,” Phil said somberly.  “Aranos, we have to go help them.  We can’t leave them with her; you might not understand, but she’s not…she’s not right.”
Aranos stared at the grinning face in front of him and felt his anger rising.  “Wake everyone up,” he said flatly.  “I think it’s time I did something permanently about Lily.”




Chapter 14

The party roused from their sleep quickly when Phil woke them, although Longfellow complained constantly. 
“Two bloody nights in a row!” the Archer muttered, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.  “I’m not going to be any good to you with an Exhausted debuff, now am I?”
“Do you actually have an Exhausted debuff?” McBane snorted.  “Or are you just looking for sympathy?”
“Well, not as such, no,” Longfellow allowed.  “But I won’t be surprised if I’m not at least Fatigued after a couple hours!”
Aranos silently agreed with the Archer – rest was important in the game, and not everyone’s Wis was high enough for them to replace it with the Meditation Skill – but he settled everyone down.  He didn’t need them starting out grouchy.
“First of all, I’m sorry to have to wake you all up,” he told them.  “I know it sucks; we’ve all had a long day.  Phil got some new information about the humans that Silma spotted entering the city earlier, and that’s changed the situation.”  He nodded to Phil, who quickly outlined what he’d told Aranos earlier.  When the big man finished speaking, Aranos continued.
“Geltheriel and I have tangled with Lily before,” he told them, noting the flat, cold expression on Geltheriel’s face.  Lily had been the architect of the Shadedancer’s imprisonment in Haerobel, the reason the woman had to go on this Cleansing Quest in the first place, and had done horrific things to her helpless captive.  Geltheriel held a special hatred for the woman in her heart, and Aranos planned to give her a chance to work some of that out tonight.
“Lily was the first Traveler to appear in Eredain, before me.  She delights in torture and torment.  She thinks making someone else suffer is fun, and she’ll happily joke about it as she’s doing it.  There’s no way we can leave someone in her hands.  I don’t know how far the AIs will let her go before they forcibly respawn Hector and Martina or even log them out, but I don’t think we should find out, do you?”
“I remember the first Traveler,” Saphielle spoke up.  “If anything, Aranos underestimates her cruelty.  I was one of the ones tasked with keeping her from harming the people of Eredain, and I saw firsthand the sorts of things she can do.  I believe she derives physical and emotional pleasure from tormenting others, for she always sought to hurt as many as possible, often in the most brutal methods she could.”
Geltheriel and Rhys both looked startled at Saphielle’s use of Aranos’ name, but after a moment, Geltheriel gave the Sorcerer a sly, knowing grin that Aranos ignored.
“Okay, so I think we all agree that we need to do something,” Meridian said seriously.  “Still, traveling at night isn’t the safest thing around here.  We’re not gonna help them if we’re too busy fighting for our lives.”
“I’ve finished that Spell to protect us in the city,” Aranos nodded.  “I added an extra effect that halves the range that undead can detect us using their Life Sense.”  He looked wryly at Meridian.  “It’ll probably halve the range that either of us can detect anything, as well, though.  Sorry.”  The woman grimaced but nodded after a moment.
“I recall that the Traveler was a Summoner,” Rhys spoke up.  “I know little else about her, however.  As you have battled her previously, Liberator, perhaps you could enlighten us.”
“She’s a Summoner, yeah, but she’s also one of the more powerful Summoners I’ve seen.  She has a tame aswang that she can make look human – that’s probably that Rogue of hers that Hector was talking about – and according to Hector, she’s picked up a massive repertoire of summons somehow.”  Aranos took a deep breath and continued.  “I also know that she’s worked directly for Morx in the past, and she’s currently performing a ritual in the Temple of Virnal in the city.  I think we can assume that the ritual will give her power somehow or another, and I’d like to stop that from happening if at all possible.”
The others muttered but began preparing to leave, and Aranos sighed in relief.  He had a feeling he knew what Lily was doing.  She’d been actively committing evil acts, and the system would reward her for that with Corruption Points.  By now, she had to be close to fully Corrupted.  His best guess was that this ritual would complete that process and turn her into an empowered minion of Darkness.  While he wanted to save Martina and Hector, his real goal was stopping the Summoner from becoming a force of evil incarnate.
As they prepared, Aranos’ eyes met Saphielle’s briefly.  The woman gave him a single, shy smile that he returned before she turned away.  As he returned to his own preparations, he caught Geltheriel looking at him bemusedly, and he found himself blushing furiously.  The woman’s Perception was ridiculous, and nothing seemed to escape her, but Aranos would have been just as happy keeping some things private.  Not that he could, in this case; even if Phil didn’t say anything, the only way to keep everyone from eventually finding out about Saphielle and him would be to stop the relationship…and Aranos wasn’t really interested in doing that.
He shook off the distracting thoughts and cast his Composite Armor and Aura of Movement.  He waited for the others to gather before taking a deep breath and gathering soul, life, and void mana and weaving them into a shell overhead.  A dim, barely seen green glow suffused the inside of the room, one that wavered and gleamed fitfully as Aranos released twin streams of death and spirit mana into it.  The shell shuddered for a moment, then solidified.  Aranos sighed with relief as he cast the Spell for the first time, a sigh that didn’t quite go unnoticed.
“You didn’t know if that was going to work, did you?” McBane muttered quietly to him.  “Is it always like that?”
“Not exactly,” Aranos hedged.  “I mean, I always know that my Spells are going to work, but this is one of the more complex things I’ve done.  I couldn’t really be 100% sure that it would work exactly the way I planned until I cast it.”
“And if it hadn’t worked?” McBane persisted.
“Oh, the basic function of it would have,” Aranos shrugged.  “But it might have been so bright that it attracted more attention, or it could have made it hard to see out of.  Then, I would have had to tweak it to make it work better.  Fortunately, I designed it to not be very visible, so it worked out fine.”  McBane gave him a look that was a bit askance but seemed willing to let the matter drop.
The trek through the pitch darkness was more difficult than Aranos had thought it would be, primarily because none of the humans had Night Vision.  Aranos wasn’t sure if humans could even activate that Skill – generally, in fantasy works, elves had better night vision and overall senses than humans – but he didn’t want to use his Illuminating Mists Spell, either.  In the heavy, moonless black of the night, the glow from that Spell would be visible from a long way off.  After five minutes or so, though, he realized he had to do something; the humans were struggling so much in the darkness that the party’s movement had slowed to a crawl.  Sighing, he cast his Spell slowly, trickling mana into it, giving it only the bare minimum SP it needed.  The glow thus created was scarcely brighter than moonlight would have been, but it was enough that the players stopped tripping over their feet and could keep up a decent pace.
Their passage wasn’t without incident.  They were attacked several times by the undead, although after the battle for the tower, the party found these fights something of a relief.  A swarm of janghsie crashed upon them, but the two tanks formed up and took the charge easily.  McBane, Geltheriel, and Silma moved out to the sides of the press of undead, cutting them down and pushing them toward the tanks’ shield wall.  Aranos had very little to do except to call out orders as the mass of creatures shifted; in only a few minutes, the jangshie were slaughtered, and the party had sustained only a few minor wounds that Rhys and Meridian quickly healed.
Their passage continued like that for the most part.  With Aranos’ Aura of Movement set to 55% and his Leadership Skill granting an additional 45% to their movement speed, the party was traveling at almost double their normal rate.  They simply outran the larger, slower undead they encountered and only stopped to deal with the creatures that they couldn’t zip past.  Whenever they were caught in a battle, Aranos used his Spells carefully and conservatively; he had a feeling that when they got to the city, he’d need his SP a lot more than he did now, and with his regen down to 65% of normal thanks to his Aura of Movement, he couldn’t count on topping back up between battles.
He also spent time carefully using his Inspection Skill, trying to tease out what the different streams of data radiating from each creature meant.  It wasn’t until it occurred to him to compare some of the undead with Silma – whose status he had access to, and who could serve as an excellent baseline for him – that several of the streams clicked in his mind.  The child-like undead battling Saphielle suddenly had a tag over its head that read
Callicant
Undead
LP: 27%


Aranos silently rejoiced as a similar tag popped into existence above each of the callicants’ heads.  He didn’t know how much LP they had, but by tossing a simple Composite Bullet at one and watching its LP drop by a bit over 30%, he guessed they had around 300 LP max.  He hit a second one with an Evolved Piercing Bullet and shook his head as its LP went from 94% to 0% in an instant; that meant that his guess about their max LP had probably been right, since one of his Piercing Bullets did about 400 LP damage or so. 
When the battle was over, he pulled up the notification that had appeared when his Inspection had shifted:
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Skill Enhanced: Inspection has become Enhanced Inspection!
Rank: Student 5
You can gain more precise detail from your Inspection Skill
Effect: You can see the name and race of any creature whose race is Abundant or Common, or if you are familiar with their race already. 
Student Effect: You can see a creature’s general LP state.  You can see information about Uncommon races.
Enhanced: You can see name and racial information for any creature, regardless of rarity, although other information is still limited by the creature’s rarity.  You can see specific instead of general information when performing an Inspection.  For example, you can see a creature’s specific LP percentage instead of a general range.
Skill Synergy: This Skill has synergy with other Lore-based Skills.  If you have ranks in Lore about the creature you’re attempting to Inspect, these are added to your Inspection Skill level to determine your effective rank in Inspection.
Per +1
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The new Skill boost was useful, since it allowed him to Inspect pretty much anything and at least get a name for it.  He found that even as the party ran past undead, his Inspection Skill could still tell him a bit about them.  The giant, rotting corpses were called vyrkas, and the worms they shed were rot larvae.  The void mage creature, he discovered, was a bainsh.  As it turned out, not only had he boosted his Inspection Skill, using the Skill on all the undead also raised his Undead Lore Skill to the Student level, although it was still Untrained.  He glanced at that notification briefly and put it aside; he’d look over it in more detail later.
He had to renew his Death’s Ward twice before the party reached the tunnel entrance.  As in Haerobel, it was set into the side of a massive tree, but the hidden door that would probably have concealed it from anyone but the most fervent searchers hung open, exposing the interior.  The tunnel was long, straight, and obviously artificial, with flagstone floors and carved walls and ceiling. 
Aranos immediately saw the human tracks that Silma had spotted, and he easily picked out which ones belonged to which human.  Hector’s were the easiest to spot; the Warrior was big and heavily armored, and his prints had impacted with more force than the others.  Martina’s were softer and blurred at the edges; the woman had been moving in Stealth.  Another track that almost looked human seemed to have followed right behind Martina.  The steps were strange, though, as if the creature making them hadn’t been comfortable in its body – that would be Lily’s tame aswang disguised as the Rogue Monetta, a fact that his Scent Ability quickly verified. 
The last tracks held his attention the longest.  Like Monetta’s, they weren’t quite right.  They looked to be made by a human about Aranos’ height, but there was a weird hesitancy to each step, as if the walker had cut their stride shorter than normal for some reason.  That meant that the human was probably actually a bit taller than Aranos but had walked as if used to shorter legs. Lily, he thought darkly as his Scent Ability picked out the familiar trace of the woman.  She could shift her body, but apparently, she couldn’t change her smell enough to fool his Skill.
“Nothing’s been this way in a while,” Aranos murmured to the others.  “Silma was the last one to go through this place.”  He glanced at Geltheriel grimly, and the woman nodded.
“You fear a trap, Oathbinder.”
“Well, of course it’s a trap,” Longfellow protested.  “I mean, the lady showed herself to Hector, didn’t she?  Obviously, she wants us to come save them.”
“Aranos fears a trap not of the Summoner’s making,” Saphielle corrected softly.  “While the Summoner may have some connection to the city, surely she could not arrange to keep the undead of Antas from wandering this path, nor those who rule the city from replacing the watch upon it.  This much is obvious, Archer.”
Longfellow opened his mouth to protest but froze.  “Oh, bloody hell,” he muttered.  “She’s right.”
Aranos nodded.  “The worst part is, we can’t even scout it out, because Silma can’t leave the Death’s Ward or she’ll be affected by the necrotic zone.  We’ll be going in blind.”
You’re making an assumption, pack leader, the fenrin corrected silently.  In fact, I’ve been in the green light already, and so far, it hasn’t hurt me.  Aranos stared at the wolf for a moment before narrowing his eyes as he realized what she was saying.
Which green light? The one down here, or the one up there that I specifically told you to avoid?
Both, she replied with a wolfish grin, her tongue lolling from the side of her mouth.  What, you expected me to obey you?  You were being foolish, and it needed to be tested.  If I’d died, you would have brought me back.  I didn’t die, though, and now we know that I don’t have to hide underneath your little shell.  Before he could protest, the wolf darted out into the darkness, slipping past his necrotic barrier with ease.  He quickly glanced at her status and saw that she was right; the necrotic barrier hadn’t drained her Endurance the way it was supposed to.  His eyes zoomed across her status until they fell on one of her Perks: Burning Essence.  This Perk rendered her immune to life-draining attacks; apparently, that also made her immune to necrotic damage.
“Where’s she going?” Phil asked curiously as the wolf vanished in the darkness.
“I was wrong; she can scout ahead safely,” Aranos said sourly.  “Turns out she’s been crossing the boundary into the necrotic zone the whole time, even though I told her not to.  She’s immune to it.”
Geltheriel grinned at the grumpy Sorcerer.  “What in her nature gave you the impression she would follow your orders, Oathbinder?” the woman softly laughed.  “When has she done so previously?”
Aranos grumbled but let the matter drop as the party slipped into the tunnel.  Once past the doorway, the tunnel widened significantly, and they could move easily in formation without feeling cramped.  As they traveled, Aranos’ Tracking Skill pointed out the passage of the undead that laid siege to the tower with no difficulty, including signs of the insubstantial bainshes and nurhuins.  He hadn’t been certain if he could detect creatures that were barely corporeal, but his gaze caught tiny swirls in the dust on the floors and walls that were the only signs of the creatures’ passing.
A mental image flashed back from Silma; there was a space ahead where the escape tunnel branched out.  The space looked like it had meant to be some sort of meeting or gathering area, with a dried-up fountain in the center, benches lining the periphery of the walls, and cracked glass or crystal globes hanging from the ceiling that probably once radiated light.  The room was also suffused with the green glow of necrotic energy; this would be the first true test of Aranos’ Spell. 
“We’re about to enter the necrotic zone,” he told the others quietly.  Despite his attempt, his voice seemed abnormally loud in the still, lifeless silence of the tunnel.  “If you get any weird notifications or seem to be taking damage, let me know right away.”  The others nodded, and they kept moving until the wall of sickly, moss-colored light stood before them. 
Aranos reached out with his senses and sighed in relief; the necrotic barrier that existed aboveground wasn’t present, here.  His ward would have reduced the effect of that barrier, but it would still probably have hit the party hard.  He’d been reasonably certain that the barrier wasn’t there – after all, Hector’s group had passed through it and hadn’t died – he hadn’t been completely sure.  It was possible that Lily had her own shield against necrotic mana, after all, and had protected her party that way.  Even had that been the case, though, Aranos guessed that the barrier would still have severely damaged the humans, and Hector probably would have said something about it.
As the party stepped through the barrier, Aranos saw the notification that they’d entered a necrotic zone.  To his relief, though, his Stats didn’t budge, and none of the others indicated that they’d taken any damage, either.  Aranos figured they had about four hours before they lost their first Stat points, from his Spell’s description.  Hopefully, that would be enough for them to get into the city, rescue Martina and Hector, deal with Lily, and get back out again.  Even so, he realized that this room would make a decent staging space, if he could somehow make his ward permanent.  It wasn’t something he wanted to consider now, but if they were going to be in the city for more than a day or two, it would be nice to have a relatively secure location where they could rest and resupply.  He made a mental note to consider how he could do that later on, after they’d freed the two players.
Deciding which tunnel to follow was simple; Aranos could Track the humans’ passage without difficulty.  They’d exited the room through the largest passage, the one that Aranos guessed probably led to someplace aboveground.  The other passages, he hoped, might lead to the subterranean passages that his studies told him wove throughout the city.  He wasn’t certain, but he had a feeling that traveling those might actually be safer than moving about aboveground, where the undead would be able to sense them at a much greater distance.  If nothing else, the narrower passages would make it harder for an undead swarm to surround them and overwhelm the party with sheer numbers.
The humans’ trail led aboveground, and for the first time, Aranos stepped into the city of Antas proper.  His first impression was that the place was a battered, decayed ruin, utterly uninhabitable, but as he looked around more closely, he corrected himself.  While the lower, more mundane structures about them were indeed tumbled and destroyed, the largest buildings still stood in fair condition.  Everything was made of gray stone, streets and buildings, and the place was almost unrelentingly dreary.  The buildings that still stood were cracked and pitted by time and, probably, the battles that had been fought to reclaim the city.  The moon hadn’t yet emerged from behind the clouds overhead, so they couldn’t see much beyond the dim radiance of Aranos’ Spell, but the Sorcerer’s Mana Sight showed him that towers of stone dotted the skyline in every direction, and that the dome of necrotic energy glowed evilly overhead.
“Just so you know, my Life Sense isn’t going to be much use up here,” Meridian muttered to him softly.  “Between your Spell and the necrotic zone, it’s down to a radius of about forty feet.  I’ll be able to sweep the buildings we pass, but that’s about it.”
Aranos nodded; he hadn’t considered that the necrotic zone might limit Meridian’s Ability, but it made sense.  He didn’t know what she was sensing, specifically, but necrotic mana would shield both life and soul energy from her.  He hadn’t received any notifications about his Lifesense Skill, but that was probably because the Death’s Ward essentially stopped his Skill at its boundaries, anyway.  He’d just have to pay better attention to his Tracking Skill and hope it would help him spot an ambush.
That same Skill made it perfectly plain to Aranos to when the party reached the spot where Lily had turned on the others.  Reading the signs of the battle a simple enough matter; the aswang had attacked Martina from Stealth, and the Ranger’s movements after that had grown steadily weaker and less sure until eventually, she collapsed and was dragged off by what looked like a giant, arachnoid creature that his Beast Lore identified as an anisi.  The anisi had been fighting with Hector before, along with what he recognized as a magically resistant, reptilian munjuin and an oversized ape that his Beast Lore recognized as a saskitch.  At some point, the Warrior had been overcome, although it looked like he had badly wounded the anisi and done some damage to the saskitch.  Then, the munjuin had carried Hector away while the wounded anisi dragged Martina.
They followed the trail for another half-hour through the city, moving as silently as possible, constantly alert for any signs of the undead.  This part of the city seemed almost empty, though; neither his Tracking Skill nor Meridian’s senses detected any signs of nearby undead.  Aranos’ best guess was that the undead that attacked their tower had all been pulled from this area, and other creatures either hadn’t been allowed to drift back in or hadn’t had the chance to, yet.  He didn’t know what the undead did in the city; since they didn’t need to eat, drink, or sleep and they never got bored or restless, it was possible they were all stuffed into buildings or piled underground, waiting until their masters needed them or something living passed by.  He hoped the former wasn’t true; his ward would muffle the presence of the party from the undead, but it wouldn’t completely hide them, and he doubted the necrotic zone limited their senses the way it did Meridian’s.  The last thing they needed was to find out that one of the nearby towers was packed with undead by being swarmed by the creatures.
They passed without incident, though, until Aranos sensed that they were getting closer to Silma.  He could see her tracks clearly, and his Skill told him that she was close by up ahead.  He assumed that meant she had found the Temple of Virnal but was either waiting outside or – more likely, knowing the fenrin – she’d gone in ahead of them to see if she could scout out where the captured players were being held, and what sort of opposition they’d be facing. 
The temple appeared unremarkable from the outside.  It was the same gray stone as all the other buildings, the exterior cracked and broken, with a dozen or so steps leading to a doorway that gaped open.  The green aura of the necrotic zone pulsed clearly within – whatever Lily had done to keep Martina and Hector from dying, she hadn’t done it to the whole building – and the only tracks Aranos could make out led into the building, not out.  That meant that Lily was still inside, which Aranos supposed made sense; whatever deal the woman had made with the masters of the city probably didn’t give her free rein to wander about. 
Before they entered, Aranos had the party make a full circuit of the building so that he and Meridian could examine not just it, but all the nearby structures, as well.  As far as the pair could tell, the buildings were empty, but that didn’t reassure the Sorcerer.  If the necrotic zone limited Meridian’s senses, then a stronger barrier could probably hold them out completely, and while he was sure that no undead had entered or left the nearby buildings in the past few days, he couldn’t be any more certain than that.  In Haerobel, where there had been no rain to wash away traces, he’d been able to spot tracks that were a century or more old.  Antas, though, seemed to endure normal weather, and sometime in the week before the party had arrived, a heavy rainstorm must have swept through and washed any tracks away.  His Scent Ability still told him that there had been undead around in the past few weeks, but it wasn’t accurate enough to tell him when exactly they’d been there.
“I don’t like this,” he muttered to Geltheriel as he studied what little traces he could find.  “If someone planned far enough ahead, they could have packed each of these buildings with undead just for this moment and warded the place against Meridian’s senses.  They could be filled with the things and we’d never know.”
“As well, you have told us that the city is honeycombed with underground tunnels,” the Shadedancer reminded him.  “Any of these buildings could connect to those.  Would your Tracking Skill tell you of their passage below ground?  Does the Shaman’s Ability function through several feet of earth?”
“The answer is probably no to both,” he sighed.  “I think we have to assume that this is part of the trap.  Once we’re inside, undead are going to pour from these buildings and swarm us.”  He pulled up his map and glanced at it, realizing that the path they’d taken hadn’t been the shortest route from the tunnel to here but wandered quite a bit, as if Lily hadn’t known where she was going – or, more likely, specifically planned the route she wanted to take.
Aranos nodded in understanding; he’d expected this to be a trap, and he wasn’t disappointed.  Seeing the trap didn’t automatically disarm it, of course.  He’d need to make some preparations if they were going to have a chance of getting out of this.  Fortunately, his experiences with the siege of the tower had taught him a bit about how to reverse an ambush, and he was reasonably certain that nothing was going to happen until they entered the temple, probably until they faced Lily.  She wanted him to come face her, and he was sure that his presence was a necessary part of the ritual she was weaving.  Either that, or she really wanted to fight him once the ritual was complete and she’d become fully Corrupted.  Aranos could honestly see it going either way.
He was tempted to ignore the bait offered them and return to the tunnel using the straightest route, but that would doubtlessly trigger the trap laid for them.  If they started moving away from the temple, whoever was in charge would know the game was up and would spring their ambush early.  That didn’t mean they had to rush right in, though.  The party could loiter outside the temple for some time, and Lily and her new allies would be unsure what the party was doing.  They knew Phil was in contact with Hector, meaning the party would be aware if anything within became urgent; maybe they were waiting for the dawn, when the undead would be weaker.  There would be uncertainty, and in a situation like this, uncertainty benefited Aranos more than Lily.  He gave his party some brief instructions without explaining, since he wasn’t sure if they could be seen and heard outside of his ward, before he began his preparations.
Aranos settled on the street outside the temple, at the bottom of the steps, and closed his eyes.  He sent a quick message to Silma to alert him if he was needed, then sank into his mindscape.  He opened his eyes and sat quickly down in his chair, taking only a few minutes to race through his mana spirals, checking them for instabilities.  He noticed immediately that his Enhanced mana types were completely mixed and roiled chaotically in a shape that was only the roughest approximation of an hourglass.  He hesitated, torn between fixing his mana or crafting the Spell, but he realized his spirals had to come first.  He hated losing the time it would take to do it, but if he didn’t, the Spell would take exponentially more power, maybe too much for him to realistically cast it. 
Sighing, he began separating out his newer mana types, nesting them within the outer cone of his soul mana.  It took him a while to make it work; his spirit mana simply wouldn’t go where he wanted it, no matter how he tried, and it kept mixing with his soul mana, which didn’t seem to have any resistance at all to other mana types.  His vital mana was very easy to manipulate, though, and he finally hit on the idea of weaving his spirit mana through an intricate web of vital mana, then nestling that in a cone inside his soul mana.  The hardest part of that was creating a pattern of vital mana that would guide his spirit mana from one hourglass to the next without letting it spill out and ravage the rest of his spirals. 
Once his newest mana types were finally flowing freely, he began to envision a Spell that was at once extremely simple and vastly complicated.  The actual spell-form that guided the mana was about as simple as something could be, but the way he wanted to feed mana into it was far more complicated.  It utilized both vital and soul mana, fed into a pattern of life mana, and it took him several tries to correctly envision the mechanism that would allow the Spell to be cast.  Once he had it, though, the actual Spell was easy enough to fashion, and he didn’t even have to drop down to 50% of his max SP before the construct shivered into reality in his mind.  Once it was done, he rose from his mindscape and cast the Spell, charging it and leaving it hanging in the air beyond the doorway.  It was something of a gamble, but as far as he could tell, it was also the only real chance they had to be sure they made it out of the temple.
He took a deep breath and signaled the others, and Saphielle took the lead as they entered the dark temple.  The doorway opened into a wide but narrow room with three corridors leading out of it, one straight ahead and one to each side.  Silma’s tracks to the sides went both into and out of the corridors, which Aranos took to mean the fenrin hadn’t found anything interesting in either direction.  Her path down the central corridor didn’t return, though, so Aranos guided the party down that passage. 
The group stopped as Aranos sensed a hanging ward a few feet within the corridor, one that seemed to be designed purely as an alarm system, which made Aranos immediately suspicious.  Rather than disjoining the Spell, he shifted it so that it would still be active, but the party would pass under it.  As he did, he kept his senses alert, and sure enough, a second, far less noticeable Spell hung ten feet beyond the first.  As Aranos diverted it, as well, he probed more carefully with his senses…
Yep, she slipped a third one under the floor.  Probably figured that after finding the second one, I would stop looking.  Although, really, after the second one, wouldn’t it make sense that I’d look even more carefully?  He frowned, and rather than touching the third Spell, he forged a sheet of earth mana as a bridge, taking them over the Spell and not even touching it.
Silent and empty doorways pierced the walls at regular intervals to either side, but the party kept moving forward.  Aranos’ Tracking Skill assured him that Silma had gone into and returned from these side paths, but he’d also belatedly realized that the fenrin could just mentally tell him which direction he needed to go.  The celestial wolf assured him that straight forward was the correct path; apparently, the side passages led to empty, abandoned rooms. 
Aranos finally picked up Lily’s tracks coming out of one of these.  He’d seen the trail the woman left going into the temple – at some point, she’d lost the anisi, and the saskitch had taken up the burden of carrying Martina – but her trail after that had gone straight forward and hadn’t veered to either side.  He stopped and examined these new tracks; she’d come out of the side passage less than fifteen minutes earlier, not moving in any particular hurry, and headed down the central corridor the same direction the party was traveling. 
They moved even more cautiously now, and Aranos found three more wards that he either diverted or avoided.  As they passed, he felt Silma moving back toward them, and an instant later, the fenrin appeared from Stealth in front of the party.
The largest room is just ahead, pack leader, she sent to him silently along with a mental snapshot of the space.  Our prey knows I am here, but she doesn’t know exactly where, and I don’t think she knows that I know.
Aranos grimaced as he realized that Silma would have tripped all the wards he’d diverted or bypassed; of course, Lily knew that the fenrin was in the temple.  However, not only wouldn’t Lily be able to find the wolf unless she had a summons with amazing senses, she probably wouldn’t even know that the intruder was a wolf.  As far as Aranos knew, being a Summoner didn’t grant a Wizard the power to mentally communicate with summoned creatures, the way he could with Silma.  Lily’s summons would understand her, but the communication probably went all one-way. 
In fact, Lily might not even know about Silma, or about the exact makeup of Aranos’ party.  She probably knew more about Phil’s, since both Hector and Martina were at least aware of what Classes the party members were, but Lily would have no reason to know about Saphielle, Rhys, or Silma for that matter.  She might even suspect that it was Geltheriel or McBane scouting out the temple.
Aranos quickly dismissed those thoughts; it was smarter to assume that Lily somehow knew all about the party than to presume she was ignorant. He wasn’t sure how she’d have gotten that knowledge, but he’d always found it safer to act like his enemies were smarter than he was.  That way, if they weren’t, he’d be pleasantly surprised, and if they were, the surprise would at least be less unpleasant.
He caught the others’ attention and used his simple hand signals to let them know that their quarry was up ahead.  Silma’s vision had shown Aranos the layout of the room, as well as the fact that Lily, her pet aswang, and a handful of her summons were already present, but he couldn’t communicate all that to the group.  The best he could convey was that there was a large space ahead, their target was there, and there were several enemies present.  While he had a feeling Geltheriel or maybe Saphielle could have expressed more, even if he’d known more of the sign language, the players wouldn’t have gotten anything but those basics.
They moved forward carefully and finally entered the room, spreading out as they did in case Lily had a Spell waiting to hit them as they entered.  Aranos took in as much of the room as he could in a single glance; the main sanctuary was a rectangular space, about 20’ wide and maybe 40’ long.  The ceiling arched high overhead, bathed in the eldritch, green haze of necrotic energy.  The passage they exited opened onto an elevated ledge that ran along the periphery of the room, with stairs descending at regular intervals several feet to the floor below. 
The far end of the room was dominated by a raised, semi-circular dais, atop which was a statue of a woman, her features masked in shadow but somehow menacing at the same time.  Aranos assumed that was a depiction of Virnal the Darkbringer, the head of the Pantheon of Darkness, although he’d frankly expected the goddess of Evil to look more monstrous than a cowled, shrouded, humanoid woman.  Of course, it was possible that she really was far more monstrous than this, and whoever had built this temple had simply chosen a more palatable form to represent her.  Two flat, stone slabs also sat atop the dais, and Aranos could dimly make out two figures strapped to those slabs.  The floor between the pair looked black in the eerie, green glow and shone wetly; it took Aranos a few moments to realize that the floor was covered in a sheet of blood.
Two other figures stood in that pool of black fluid, one crouched and misshapen, the other slim and delicate seeming.  More shapes crowded against the walls of the room, creatures of different shapes and sizes that stood silently, awaiting the commands of their Summoner. 
“Hello, Aranos,” the slim figure of Lily said brightly from where she stood in the distant pool of blood.  “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”
“Not long enough, Lily,” Aranos called back flatly.  “I was kind of hoping the next time I’d see you would be never.  Well, you got me here.  What do you want?”
“What, no small talk?  No witty banter?” the woman laughed.  “You aren’t going to demand that I release my captives or else?  Not going to give me some speech about how evil I am, and that it’s not too late for me to change my ways?  I’m honestly a bit disappointed.  Aren’t you supposed to be the hero?”
“Oh, I see,” Aranos chuckled.  “You figure you’re the villain in all this, is that it?  Are you going to tell me how you’re misunderstood, or how the world would be better if we just listened to you?”
“Fuck that mess,” Lily snorted.  “I’m evil, Aranos.  However bad you think I am, trust me, I’m way the fuck worse.  I’m doing this for me, nothing else.  Besides, I learned my lesson about monologuing the last time we met.”
“Yeah, but the thing is, you’re not a villain, Lily,” Aranos scoffed.  “You’re not important enough for that, which means I’m not a hero.  Think of me as – an exterminator.  I’m here to get rid of some vermin, nothing more.”
Aranos couldn’t see the woman’s features clearly at this distance, but he could plainly hear the anger in her voice as she spoke.  “You’re calling me some kind of damn pest?  That’s rich, asshole!  You’ve shit all over everything I’ve done from the moment you stepped out of that damn door from Haerobel!  You’ve been a pain in my ass ever since I laid eyes on you, and you think I’m the fucking pest?”
“We both know how this is going to end, Lily,” Aranos sighed.  “What’s the point of talking?  If you’re going to fight, let’s fight.  If you’re scared, run away.  In either case, let’s get this over with.  I’ve got more important things to worry about than you.”
“Oh yeah, your Cleansing Quest,” the woman chuckled, seeming to regain her composure.  “I never could get the skinny on that.  Something about a chest or vault or something.  Nobody really seems to know.  What’s that about?”
“Nothing that concerns you,” Aranos replied, masking his surprise at her apparent knowledge and slowly summoning the mana for a Spell.  Despite her claims about monologuing, she was doing a decent job of it – which Aranos assumed was meant to distract him.  “So, can we just do this?”
“The whole Cleansing Quest concept seems dumb to me,” Lily replied.  “I mean, why go to all that trouble, when it’s so much easier – and simpler, really – to just embrace the Corruption?  You know, like this!”  As the woman spoke, her arm raised up and flashed down toward the helpless figure on her right.  At the same moment, Aranos’ hand darted up, and a gleaming, prismatic bullet burst from his palm, speeding toward the Summoner.  The Piercing Bullet struck a multihued, undulating shield that appeared at the front of the dais, but it slowed for only an instant before punching cleanly through it and slamming into the Summoner’s chest.  A second flare of light erupted as the Bullet encountered the woman’s Mana Armor, and while the Bullet didn’t penetrate that second layer of defense, it did knock the woman off-balance enough that her blow didn’t strike true.  The dark-bladed knife missed the center of the bound figure’s chest and struck lower, sliding between two ribs and embedding itself in what was probably a lung.  The bound figure cried out in a high-pitched voice; that had been Martina.
At the same moment, hell broke loose.  The creatures lining the walls rushed forward with a cacophony of roars, bellows, and screeches that set Aranos’ teeth on edge, while a Spell that had been hanging over them coalesced into being, dropping a miasma of dark mana onto the party.  Aranos wasn’t sure what the Spell would do, but he quickly pumped SP into his Illuminating Mists, and his tiny globes flared into brightness.  The descending shroud of darkness shuddered and roiled as it encountered his Spell, but the dark and light mana annulled one another, and Lily’s attack couldn’t quite penetrate to reach the party.
Saphielle moved to one side while Phil took the other, each bracing for the onslaught of onrushing creatures.  Silma darted to the top of the stairs, where another group of creatures had appeared and was rushing forward.  The wolf slammed headfirst into a lumbering, bear-like creature, tumbling it down the stairs, where it crashed into several of its companions and sent them all hurtling to the floor.  Silma’s teeth took on a bright gleam of light mana as she ripped and tore at any creature that crested the stairs, trying to cripple their legs and knock them back down.
Saphielle was having no trouble dealing with the creatures before her.  Her magic-diminishing spear was especially useful against the summoned creatures, and the wounds she inflicted didn’t just shed their blood, they seemed to sap directly at the monsters’ strength.  Her shield formed an impenetrable wall that the beasts crashed futilely against, and her spear danced among them in a flicker of prismatic light. 
Phil was struggling a bit more on his side, since the first creature that attacked him was the munjuin, which resisted his Spells and magical damage.  McBane appeared out of the shadows beside him, though, his dual blades carving into the beast’s scales.  Phil dismissed the elemental damage on his sword and focused on holding the munjuin’s focus, using his shield to slide aside its claws and thrusting his sword at its open mouth and black, lidless eyes, keeping it occupied while McBane slashed at its sides and back, nimbly avoiding the thrashing sweeps of its tail.  Between the two fighters, the munjuin was well in hand.
Aranos narrowed his eyes in suspicion.  This is too easy, he realized grimly as more summons appeared to charge at Saphielle, impaling themselves futilely on her spear.  If Lily can summon those creatures from across the room, why couldn’t she make them appear in the middle of us?  Why not attack me, or the healers?  Even that Spell she had waiting for us wasn’t very powerful, if my weakest Spell is repelling it easily.  This feels – wrong.
Cautiously, Aranos reached out with his Sense Mana Skill and recoiled almost immediately.  The room was filled with power, a type of energy he didn’t recognize but that felt eerily similar to the Corruption he’d sensed in the soil of the Blightlands.  If anything, though, this energy felt purer, somehow, less diluted and more potent.  Setting his jaw, Aranos renewed his probe of the waiting power, trying to get a better sense of it.  Suddenly, a small surge of new energy rushed into the room, joining the larger mass; Aranos looked around and saw that Silma had just torn the throat out of the bear-like creature, leaving it to bleed to death at the bottom of the stairs, and with a flash of understanding, the Sorcerer knew what was happening.
This is what she wants, he realized.  She needs us to kill her summons.  The death is empowering her ritual.  If this keeps up, she’ll win…
Aranos slammed his mana probe into the mass of darkness still hanging overhead, grabbing the spell-form and almost brutally twisting it, sending the energy inside it racing back toward its caster.  As it dissipated, he cast his Flight Spell and rose overhead.  When dealing with a Summoner, focusing on its minions was the worst way to battle, since you never knew how many they had.  Taking out the Summoner generally also banished whatever they had summoned, and even if it didn’t, at least it stopped the influx of new creatures.  As he cleared the battles raging below, he saw Lily’s figure rise up to match his across the room.
“Yeah, they told me you can fly, too,” she called out, her arm whipping out and unleashing a series of ebon missiles that splashed harmlessly against his hastily raised shield of spirit-enhanced light mana.  Aranos didn’t bother replying but responded with four Mana Arrows, one of each element, cloning each arrow into three as they sped from his hand.  The twelve darts streaked to impact against the roiling shield that Lily seemed to prefer, the conflicting elements clawing at one another and the shield with equal ferocity.  The barrier shuddered briefly and vanished, and Lily’s eyes grew wide for a moment as she saw how easily he’d taken down her shield.
His view of her was blocked as a pair of winged creatures suddenly appeared before him, swooping toward him with horrible shrieks and cries.  He sped up above the creatures, allowing them to pass below, noting idly that the two-headed, black-feathered beasts were apparently called vucubs, according to his Beast Lore.  He didn’t bother to spend much energy on them but hit the trailing creature with his Gust of Speed Spell.  The blast of wind carried it into the two leading vucubs, causing all three to slam into the nearest wall with a sickening crack.  As the creatures fell to the floor, Aranos turned to see that Lily had restored her shield and was summoning a ball of dark, roiling mana, hurling it his way. 
The ebony sphere struck his shield and burst, showering the area below in tendrils of darkness that wrapped around the combatants, both his party and the summons equally.  The movements of all the combatants slowed noticeably, at least until a pulse of light of Meridian banished the black tendrils from the party members and freed them from the Spell.
Aranos ignored all this as best he could, relying on his Battlesense Skill to tell him how the melee below was going.  His focus was on Lily.  The Summoner was gathering more mana in her hand, and Aranos fired another series of Mana Arrows at her shield.  This time, though, he also grabbed the shield with his Mana Vampire Perk, twisting it and trying to turn it back on the woman in an attempt to disrupt her Spell.  Instead, a spike of power lashed from the shield down his mental probe, slamming into the barriers of his mind, rebuffing his attempt to twist the spell-form.  His Fortitude Skill resisted any sort of stunning or damaging effect that might have had, but the resistance took him by surprise. 
Lily, apparently noticing his startled face, laughed loudly.  “What, you thought I didn’t do my homework on you?  I remember how you turned my Spell against me last time, and I came ready for you this time, asshole.”  The woman flung her hands up, and a dozen tiny darts of crimson energy burst from her palms, zooming erratically at Aranos.  Some of the missiles impacted harmlessly on his shield, but most of them buzzed around it and burst on his Armor in a blaze of ruby light.  Aranos felt the chaotic pulses of magic trying to tear at his protection, but he clamped down on it with his will, and the ripples of power faded harmlessly away.
He lashed back with his own attack, firing twin blasts of light and dark mana at the Summoner’s shield.  Her barrier flexed and pulsed beneath his attacks for a moment before shattering.  As it broke, a wave of mana raced back toward him from it, striking his shield hard.  Aranos was convinced that if he hadn’t buttressed the barrier with spirit mana, it would have shattered – somehow, Lily had made her shield retributive, so that breaching it caused its energy to lash back at the attacker, and Aranos was now curious to see if he could do that himself.  His protection held, though, and his twin spears of light and dark mana flashed into the Summoner, bypassing the invisible barrier of her Mana Armor and striking her in the chest. 
Lily grunted and gestured, and a haze of shadowy energy wrapped around her, obscuring her form and blocking his attacks.  Aranos already had six Composite Bullets screaming toward her, though, and as she hurriedly raised a new shield to block them, he hit it with a Piercing Bullet, driving it through her barrier and striking her in the head.  The Bullet didn’t penetrate her second defensive layer, but the impact stunned the woman for a moment, a moment that was just long enough for Aranos to wrap her in a Void Prison.  She tumbled from the air and splashed into the pool of blood below, but the gray light surrounding her held for only a moment before it faded; Aranos felt the Summoner trying to disjoin the Spell and didn’t bother to fight her; she was back where he wanted her, anyway.
“You’re not the only one who can undo Spells now, asshole,” the woman snarled, wiping a splash of blood from her face.  “I’ve been taking a crash course in magic this whole time.  Turns out Dream Haunting is super useful for finding shit out; people will tell you anything to make their nightmares stop.”  She grinned.  “Even your friends.”
Aranos felt a flash of anger rise in him, but he tamped it down.  He was certain that his Roar of Freedom would shatter all her defenses and end this contest instantly, but it would also leave him weakened and vulnerable to whatever ambush was waiting once this ended.  Instead, he smiled at the woman. 
“Obviously, you didn’t find out enough,” he grinned at her.  “If you had, you’d have seen this coming, wouldn’t you?”
The woman opened her mouth but froze as a shadowy blade erupted from her chest.  Geltheriel flashed into view behind Lily, her fist clutched around the blade that had punched through the woman’s armor like paper.  As the Shadedancer slowly twisted the sword, her eyes blazing, she hissed in rage.  “You erred, Traveler, when you forgot about me.  I have not forgotten you, however.”  She jerked on the blade, and Lily screamed in pain.
The Summoner gripped the blade and coughed, spraying red blood into the air.  Even as the color drained from her face and blood gushed from her mouth, though, the woman smiled.  “Forgot you?” she said weakly, her face lighting up evilly.  “I was counting on you, bitch.”
Aranos’ eyes widened as he felt the power gathered in the room suddenly shudder and still.  The energy seemed to pulse briefly, and Aranos felt a heaviness as the energy began collapsing inward, spiraling down – directly into Lily.  We screwed up, he realized as he fired a volley of Composite Bullets at the woman, shattering her armor and punching into her head and chest.  Her grinned never faded, though, and as the energy kept surging into her, a pulse of power blasted out of her and swept through the room.  Her summons collapsed instantly and withered into dust, their energies gathered into the vortex of power that was filling the Summoner.  Geltheriel was flung backwards and landed with a cry; her LP took a small hit, but she seemed otherwise unhurt. 
Aranos was also flung backwards, but he halted his flight with an effort of will, his eyes fastened on the shifting form of the woman in front of him.  Blackness filled her eyes and spread out into her body in a wave.  It ran down her hair, leaving the golden tresses glossy black, and rushed across her flesh. Her skin turned pale and ashen, with tiny spiderwebs of darkness tracing beneath the surface, barely visible.  Her fingernails blackened and lengthened into claws, and when she opened her mouth to scream in apparent agony, Aranos saw that her tongue had lengthened and turned ebony in color.  Her teeth were longer and jagged, suited for ripping flesh.
As the power petered out, the woman collapsed to her hands and knees, panting.  “Well, that fucking sucked,” she grumbled, wiping a trickle of blood from her chin where she’d bitten her lip.  She glanced up at Aranos, her eyes dancing, and smiled.  “Totally worth it, though.”
Aranos didn’t answer but unleashed a volley of Composite Bullets at the newly transformed woman.  A shield of ebony force flickered into being before her, no longer shifting and undulating but solid and impenetrable, and his Bullets shattered harmlessly upon it.  “Nice try,” she snarled.  “My turn, now.”
“No, I think not,” a raspy voice sounded in the room.  Aranos and Lily both froze as a swirl of dust began to rise in the room, along with a sense of incredible power that dwarfed what had just filled the room.  The dust rose into a column; in the center of it, a man-sized figure began to form.  The shape was skeletal, hunched, with blackened bones that had gobbets of rotted meat still clinging to them.  It was draped in the rotted remains of what was once clothing, with a corroded crown of some sort perched upon its head.  Magical energy radiated from it in waves, enough to freeze Aranos’ breath in his throat, and he flicked a hand signal to the others…Run.
“No, we won’t be running away, either,” the figure spoke, its voice dry and hoarse as if it hadn’t spoken in ages.  Its tone was utterly flat and emotionless, as if it were speaking of things far too inconsequential to concern it.  “At least, not until my curiosity is sated.”  Aranos heard a roar from outside the temple, and Silma vanished instantly as he felt her presence racing down the passageway, back toward the entrance. 
Pack leader, her voice practically shouted in his mind, the street is filled with undead!  There must be a thousand of them!
When I signal, close your eyes, he instructed her.  Then get ready to lead the others straight back to the tunnel.  Do not wait for me, do you understand?  He felt the wolf’s protest, but he cut her off.  I’m not asking.  I’m telling you.  Do you understand?
Yes, pack leader, she sent back softly.  I understand.
“I assume your Companion has informed you of your situation, yes?” the creature before them chuckled, not waiting for Aranos to answer.  “Good, then there is no need for theatrics.  Allow me to introduce myself; I am Zoridos, Ruler of Antas, and you, my little Sorcerer…you interest me.  Enough, at least, to keep this youngling from doing any sort of permanent damage to you.”
“This wasn’t our deal, Zoridos!” Lily protested, taking a step forward, dark mana rising on her hands.  “I brought them here, and in return, I get to kill…”  The lich glanced at the woman, and her voice choked off.  Her eyes grew wide as she fell to her knees, and a look of fear passed across her face.
“You understand now, do you, youngling?” Zoridos spoke, its voice still dry and emotionless as it moved slowly and stiffly to stand over Lily, touching the woman’s cheek with one bony finger.  “I am the master of all undead in Antas, and now that you are one such, you are mine to command.  You thought I would grant you power for nothing?  No, child, power is never free.  You will earn what I have granted you with centuries of service.”  Lily’s eyes were wild, and her face betrayed her sheer terror, but her head nodded in acquiescence, seemingly against her will.  Aranos quickly signaled the others once more as the undead lord’s attention was distracted, and the party began moving toward the exit.
“Now, where was I?” Zoridos spoke, turning back to Aranos.  “Ah yes, the Sorcerer.  You are powerful even among your kind, child, just as this youngling is.  I have decided to make you my apprentice; you will serve me and learn at my feet.  In return, I will allow your companions to leave unmolested.”
“Sorry, not interested,” Aranos said bleakly, gathering his mana and reaching down into the core of himself.  “Morx offered me the same thing, and I gave him the same answer.  Before you try to convince me, I can see what you did to Lily.  I know how this will go.  Like I said, not interested.”
The creature chuckled, the first sign of emotion Aranos had seen in it.  “Yes, you are more perceptive than the Summoner was.  She sought power and thought it would grant her freedom and vengeance.  Instead, she exchanged one set of bonds for another.  You will do the same, however, or you will watch your companions tormented and slowly killed before your eyes.  Save everyone the bother and accept my offer, child.”
“Never gonna happen,” Aranos shook his head.  “In fact, we’ll be leaving, NOW!”  As he shouted, he sent a message to Silma and flashed the signal to run to his party.  At the same time, he grabbed the pool of vital mana within him and funneled most of his LP, Str, and End into a massive wave of power.  He dumped it into his SP pool, shifting it into mana and then changing that into soul mana.  He threw all of it, tens of thousands of SP into the Spell hanging outside, and suddenly a brilliant light, brighter than the sun, swept into the temple, accompanied by a shriek of fury from Zoridos. 
Pack leader, the undead…they’re gone! Silma’s voice rang disbelievingly in his ears.  They just…
RUN! he screamed mentally, cutting her off as the light faded.  The elves were gone, but the players were charging forward, toward the enraged Zoridos.  Aranos grinned as he saw that the light had burned the creature’s arm, scorching and cracking the bone, shattering fingers and leaving a stump of wrist behind.  Lead the elves to safety!
“Idiot!” Zoridos screeched, holding up the stump of its hand, all of its calm vanished now.  “Look what you’ve done!  You will pay!”  The creature held up its free hand, and Aranos dumped the few SP he had left into a blast of light mana, hurling it at the creature’s face.  At the same instant, a wave of green power exploded from the monster’s upraised palm, tearing through his Death’s Ward and his Armor in an instant, enfolding him in a haze of green light that ripped away the last of his dwindling LP. 
Blackness enfolded him, and Aranos prepared for respawn.
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Martina watched the battle raging around her helplessly, grinding her teeth in pain and frustration.  The wound in her lower chest burned like fire and felt colder than ice at the same time.  Her LP had plummeted to below 50% from the single strike, and her Str and End had both dropped similarly.  Her regen hadn’t kicked in because technically she was in combat right now, so the pain of the wound was unabated.
That wasn’t the source of her frustration, though.  That came from how helpless she was while others were fighting her battle.  If she and Hector could get free, they could help; her armor and weapons were sitting in her inventory, automatically transferred there when she fell unconscious, and she assumed the same was true for Hector.  They had both leveled up pretty well during the journey and were almost ready for their Advanced Classes, and here they were, missing the big battle against Liam and his minions of darkness.  Or her minions, whatever.
The more she watched, though, the more awed she felt by the scope of the battle being waged overhead.  Aranos and Liam – Lily, she corrected mentally – were tossing Spells around effortlessly, without needing incantations or even a few moments of concentration.  She had assumed that a Wizard needed time to cast, time that would allow her to stick some arrows in their eyes, but both spellcasters seemed able to raise shields with a thought and to hurl Spells with just a gesture.  if Liam had been using this kind of magic the whole time, their trip here would have been a breeze.  Or, she supposed, maybe it wouldn’t have; the game probably would have escalated in difficulty to the point that Hector and she might have been kind of useless. 
The casters weren’t the only ones that were fighting at a level Martina didn’t think she could match, though.  That elven tank was a freaking force of nature, hurling Lily’s summoned monsters back effortlessly with a wave of her shield.  Her spear was a scorpion’s tail, flickering out and puncturing the creatures with ease, felling one after another.  The giant wolf was, if anything, even scarier, ripping open throats and legs with fangs that actually glowed, knocking monsters flying, taking them to the ground without even seeming to try.  Hell, even Phil was cutting through the monsters easily enough, using a literal flaming sword…
As the Spellsword seemed to feel her gaze on him, he looked her way and met her eyes.  She expected to see anger there, or maybe contempt, but the big man simply flashed her a quick grin.  Instantly, she felt a wave of shame wash over her.  Phil had to have known this was a trap, but he got his new Party Leader to come anyway, just to save them.  Hector was right; Phil had always had her back, and she’d never once thanked him for it.
Had she ever even thanked Hector?  It suddenly occurred to her that she hadn’t; Hector had stood by her through all this, had believed in her, and she hadn’t even told him how much she appreciated it.  Well, that was simple enough to fix; she and Hector would either make it through this or would respawn together, and once this was settled, she’d make sure to tell him how grateful she was for his presence. 
The battle raged around her, and soon enough it looked like things were turning against Lily.  Her Spells weren’t having the effect she wanted on Aranos – Martina could tell from the flashes of annoyance that occasionally appeared on her face – but the Wizard kept breaking her shield and hitting her with Spells.  As a gray light enfolded the woman and she dropped from the sky, Martina felt a flash of triumph, one that turned into grim satisfaction as a dark, shadowy blade burst from the Summoner’s chest.  Aranos is obviously a Battle Wizard of some kind, the Ranger realized.  Lily should have played to her strengths and used her summons more instead of fighting him in a Spell battle.  He had all the advantages, there.
Suddenly, though, the wound in her side flared, and she watched helplessly as her LP began to plunge.  The dark power she’d felt building in the temple all night seemed to rush through her, drawing her life with it and pouring directly into Lily.  Martina watched in horror as the woman changed before her eyes, becoming something that looked like almost like a vampire, except more evil and less sparkly.  Martina could feel the power radiating from the woman, and she knew that Aranos had made a mistake; Lily had wanted to lose the battle.  She needed to die to win.
When the dry, dusty voice appeared in the room, Martina could barely pay attention; the wound in her chest was pulsing with heat and cold, demanding her attention.  She knew that it was slowly killing her, and it didn’t seem like there was much she could do to avoid respawn.  She let her head fall back, resigned to waking up in the waypoint along the High Road, watching as her LP crept steadily toward zero. 
Before the wound could finish her off, though, a pulse of light washed through the room, brighter than anything she’d seen in game.  The light seemed to sear into her wound, and she cried out as the fire of it wormed down into her, melting the ice that had been building in her veins.  Agony raced through her as the light seemed to fight against whatever darkness the blade had left inside her, and she screamed in pain, a scream that was drowned out by twin shrieks from Lily and the thing that had entered the room.  New warmth rushed through her, but before the ice could thaw completely, a massive wave of green energy washed over Martina, and blackness claimed her.
Her time in the respawn room dragged almost interminably.  She watched the holo-TV, caught up on news, and even checked on her party.  Hector had gone to respawn, as well, but technically Lily was still part of the party, so Martina could follow her.  Whatever attack brought that massive light into the room had badly burned the woman but hadn’t killed her; from what Martina could see, the Summoner probably wished she had died and gone to respawn.  Whatever the thing was that had come into the room, it looked pretty pissed, and it appeared that Lily was the most convenient outlet for its temper.  While Martina wasn’t the forgiving sort, she was also starting to feel bad for Lily.  After all, it wasn’t like Martina always made the best choices in the game, and she didn’t want to have to go through what the woman was enduring.  Martina finally couldn’t watch anymore and turned the holo-TV back to entertainment shows, waiting for her three hours to pass.
When the door finally appeared, Martina rushed through it, welcoming the weird falling sensation that accompanied returning to the game.   She opened her eyes, expecting to see the High Road waystation, but instead, an unfamiliar room materialized before her.  Hector faded into view a moment later, but he looked as surprised as she did.
When the first of Phil’s party respawned in front of her, Martina knew that something was wrong.  She quickly pulled up the red notifications she’d been ignoring, assuming that it was informing her of her death and the associated debuffs:
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You have died!
XP Lost: 4,280 (Currently 38,520)
Str, Dex, Agil halved.  Duration, 1 hour upon respawn
Better luck next time!
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Warning!
Your current spawn point, High Road East Antas Waystation, is occupied by unfriendly creatures.
Your last safe spawn point is Stoneleague, Dangling Fool Inn.  As this is in a separate region, your spawn point is being reset to the nearest neutral or friendly spawn point in this region.
New Spawn Point: Antas, Southwest Watchtower
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Racial Evolution!
Due to the extreme concentrations of Necrotic and Restorative mana in your body at the time of your death, your race has Evolved! 
New Race: Daywalker
Abilities: Str +3, Agil +3, End +5, Cha -3
A daywalker is half-undead, half-mortal.  The bane of the undead, they have many of their darker side’s resistances but few of their weaknesses.  Daywalkers are often shunned in civilized areas due to their Life Drain Ability and are often loners, either embracing their undead heritage and the Darkness it brings or fighting against it and turning to the Light. 
Abilities
Necrotic Resistance – Daywalkers do not suffer from necrotic damage and do not take Stat damage from necrotic effects.  At the same time, they don’t gain Stat bonuses from necrotic effects as true undead do. 
Restorative Resistance – Daywalkers take neither damage nor gain bonuses from restorative Spells and effects.
Healing Resistance – Daywalkers cannot be healed through normal magical means, such as Spells, Abilities, or works of Alchemy.  They can heal using non-magical medicines or bandages, although these are only 50% as effective for them. 
Life Drain – A daywalker can use a Life Drain attack on any living creature.  This attack does damage equal to the daywalker’s [(Wis -10)/2, rounded down], although a creature can resist this with an Opposed Check of their End versus the daywalker’s Wis.  The daywalker heals LP equal to the damage inflicted.  Note that using this Ability on an unwilling target is inherently evil and will grant Corruption Points equal to 1 per 10 LP damage inflicted, with a minimum of 1 Corruption Point per usage.  Using the Ability on a willing target does not grant Corruption Points.
Undead Resistance – Daywalkers are immune to normal diseases and poisons, although they can be harmed by magical versions of these.  They gain a +5 bonus to Opposed Checks to resist mental attacks or debuffs.
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Martina stared at her hand; her toffee-colored skin was several shades paler, now, and dark veins were visible beneath her skin.  As she turned to look at Hector, the big Warrior stared at her, his face creased with a puzzled frowned.
“What the hell happened to you, sister?”




Chapter 15

As the plain surroundings of the respawn room swam into Aranos’ vision, he rushed to the holo-TV and quickly tuned it to show his party.  Of the other players, there was no sign – he assumed that the blast that killed him had taken them out as well – but he quickly located Silma and the elves, racing through the city.  The undead were starting to emerge, and the party had to fight free in some places, but by taking a direct route back to the tunnel, they seemed to be avoiding the mass ambush that Zoridos and Lily had undoubtedly laid along the path they’d originally taken.  They reached the tunnel in safety, and Aranos continued to watch until they cleared the necrotic zone and finally slipped out into the rising dawn outside the city.  Only then did he relax.  Zoridos had been after Aranos, after all, not the elves, so he doubted the undead creature – was it a lich, or something totally different?  Aranos didn’t know, but he decided to classify the creature as a lich until he was certain it wasn’t – would send undead out into the daylight to chase the fleeing party.  It had killed the players, anyways, and that was the point of the game: to challenge the players, not the NPCs.
Sighing, he sat back and called up the replay of his most recent death.  The blast of necrotic energy from the lich had been enormous and had scoured everything from the room except, apparently, for Lily, although he hadn’t realized that the massive restorative mana bomb he’d planted seemed to have burned the woman badly.  He filed that information away for later usage; Lily was undead, now, and that meant that she would be harmed by whatever other undead were.  She was probably weaker in sunlight, she obviously took damage from restorative mana, and light-based attacks would be especially effective against her. 
At the same time, he’d felt the huge boost in magical power her transformation had given her.  While he still thought he could probably take her one-on-one, it would be a hard, close battle, and that was only if his party was able to keep her summoned creatures away from him.  If it were just her and him – he had to admit that at the moment, Lily had the advantage.  He needed to work to remedy that, though, and that meant he’d have to practice more with his Enhanced mana, unlock the remaining two types, and create more Spells to deal specifically with Summoners.
He settled back with a sigh before he remembered that here, in his respawn room, he could do more digging about Lily and how she was still in the game.  Phil had clammed up on him when he’d pressed the issue, which meant that while his friend knew what was going on, he was afraid to say anything, probably out of fear of losing his job.  Aranos understood that – well, technically, Jeff the programmer understood that – and since he didn’t want to make his friend uncomfortable, he’d let the matter drop. 
The login credentials he’d co-opted before still worked, and within a few minutes he was searching through the Pendè security layer, trying to find more information about the code word Ultra.  Thirty minutes later, with nothing to show, he decided to try a different tack and instead went searching outside the network.  He wasn’t looking for anything about Ultra or the character Lily Morningbane; instead, he scoured the public networks for information on Livia Tamarank. 
He got a hit at once, and as he read, he realized that Lily had been telling him the truth; she was evil, in life as well as in death.  Livia Tamarank wasn’t just a bad person; she was a mass murderer, a serial killer who liked to torture her victims for days.  Like most serial killers, she had a preferred target, going after middle-aged, balding, overweight men.  While not overwhelmingly pretty, Livia was attractive enough, and she would pick men up at bars and clubs, drug them, and take them home for her amusement.
When she was finally arrested, Livia led the police to fourteen bodies scattered across the country, and it was suspected that she never told them about at least that many more.  She didn’t even fight in court and pled guilty to all fourteen counts of murder.  She’d been caught in one of the last handful of states that still used the death penalty, and they’d fast-tracked her to death row.  She hadn’t even attempted an appeal.
A cold realization started to wash over Aranos, and he logged back into the network, pulling up the Ultra file and going through the names of the participants.  One by one, he looked them up on the public network, hiding his searches as best he could, although he knew that Veronica and the AIs had to be aware of what he was doing.  Each name got a hit; every participant was a criminal, but more importantly, they were all on death row. 
He sat back, stunned, as the implications unfolded before him.  “They were all going to be killed,” he reasoned aloud, his mind spinning.  “The company probably figured they were perfect candidates for the Mark-I pods, since if something had gone wrong, the subjects wouldn’t have to live with the consequences.  Rather than sitting on death row, waiting for execution, they got to spend their final days in game.” 
Aranos realized that this probably explained the hostility the elves had toward Travelers.  If all the first group were violent criminals, Aranos could understand that there might have been some issues.  He was honest enough to admit that he had no idea how prisoners behaved, but he could see a prison population having a higher-than-average percentage of people who thought violence was the best and simplest answer to problems.  That might be unfair, of course; for all he knew, the current group of players was behaving exactly the same way, just not in Eredain. 
He logged out and closed his eyes.  While that didn’t explain how Lily was still in the game, things made more sense to him, now.  He’d have to do more research into the woman the next time he was here.  He was certain now that both Livia and Lily were insane, but the more he understood her, the better he could anticipate her and maybe outmaneuver her.  She’d played him this time, using his overconfidence against him, and he admitted that. She’d gotten played, too, though, and now she’d gotten more than she’d bargained for, basically becoming a slave to an undead overlord.
Thinking of Zoridos made Aranos’ thoughts grind to a halt.  The lich-king, or whatever it was, was ridiculously powerful.  There was no way Aranos would be able to beat it, not even with his whole party.  The thing had taken the players out with a single Spell, cast in a fit of pique, and it controlled the thousands of undead that still roamed Antas.  Aranos had taken out a sizable chunk of them with his Spell, but there were probably still four or five times that number roaming the city.  Casting the super bomb – there had to be a better name for it – had reduced Aranos’ LP, Str, and End to about 10%.  There was no way he could go around the city, casting it repeatedly.
He went back and pulled up the video of his death, analyzing it more closely.  As he watched, he realized that Zoridos hadn’t just been upset; it’d been enraged.  The lich had unloaded a massive blast of power, eradicating everyone in the room, but Aranos suspected that had been it going full-out.  It was still far beyond his ability to shield, of course, but it gave the Sorcerer hope; if they could survive another attack like that, it might be possible for them to beat the creature.
“Anything’s possible,” Veronica’s voice roused Aranos from his reverie, and he turned to see the tall, slim woman standing before him, immaculately dressed as always, this time in a matching light gray jacket and skirt with a faded, orangish blouse beneath.  Her dark blonde hair was pinned back against the sides of her head, and a pair of black-rimmed glasses perched on her slightly roman nose. 
“Veronica,” he said tiredly, rubbing his eyes.  “I’ve got a few questions for you.”
“You know I won’t answer any questions about Lily, Jeff,” the woman said a bit reprovingly.
“No, no, I think I have a handle on that.  I’ve got some more digging to do, but…”  He shook his head.  “I wanted to ask you about the Battlesense Skill.  You agreed not to mess with my head, but somehow, I’ve become really great at tactics.  I mean, I was always good at strategy, but tactics is something else again.  How are you doing that?”
“We’re not,” she replied simply.  “Not directly, anyway.  All we’re doing is giving you the feel of how the battle is going.  It’s the training you’re doing in your mindscape that’s letting you put all that together into battle tactics.”
Aranos glanced at the woman curiously.  “How do you do that, anyway?” he asked.  “It’s like you’re using some sort of time dilation to make a week happen in 15 minutes.  If you can do that, why aren’t you running at accelerated speed like that all the time?  You could get two weeks’ data in half the time.”
Veronica hesitated.  “We can’t do that,” she finally admitted.  “Not without massively overclocking your brain, and we’re honestly concerned about the effects of something like that.”  She smoothed the front of her skirt and took a deep breath.
“The human brain is limited by its chemical reactions,” she went on.  “A neuron can only fire so quickly, and after that it needs a rest to regain its potential before it can fire again.  That’s a hard limit for how quickly we can stimulate your brain, and even if we pushed that limit, we wouldn’t get a two-to-one time compression.  Human brains already work just about as quickly as they can without causing problems.”
“But you’re giving me a week of training in fifteen minutes,” he protested.  “So, you have to be able to do something like that.”
“No, we’re giving you the memories of a week of training, Jeff.  You’re actually only getting about 15 minutes’ worth of real interaction.”  She removed her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose in an all-too-human gesture.
“You can probably figure out when that is, too, if you think about it,” she said slowly.  “Those are the times in your training when you’ve had to personally interact with your trainer; we give you several of those every session, because that’s when you’re able to move beyond the limits the trainers would normally set.
“You’ve been incredibly valuable this way, Jeff, because it’s helped our work with a lot of other players.  A few others figured out how to use Skill books the way you do, and we’re much better at it with them thanks to you.”  She gazed at him, her face a bit apprehensive.  “Are you upset?”
Aranos sat, thinking for a few moments.  “No, not really,” he said at last.  “I’ll be paying better attention to the training, from now on, to see if I can spot the differences, but I’m not upset.  It’s not really any different from how I got the memories from Lythienne, is it?”
“It’s almost exactly the same, including using the pod to stimulate your nervous system and actually build that muscle memory into you,” she agreed.  “Your motor neurons are mostly limited by how fast your muscles can move; without that limitation, we can simulate you performing a movement nearly a thousand times per minute.”
Aranos nodded.  “Phil and I guessed it was something like that,” he admitted.  “We also figure that you can give us the rote skill to do things, but you can’t help us do them well.  We have to practice for that.”
“That’s true, and that’s where those memories come in.  When we’re adding them, we’re actually having your neurons fire as if you were performing the training routine over and over again.  That way, you not only get the skill, you get actual practice in it.”
Aranos nodded.  “So, it is possible to beat this Zoridos dude, right?”
“As you are now, in direct combat?  Probably not, no.  Even if you got incredibly lucky, I don’t think your entire party has a chance to beat him.”  Veronica smiled.  “But isn’t that the point?  Now, you have to find a solution to the problem – or, you can just find the Vault, get the information you need, and leave.  That’s a valid option, as well.”
“Yeah, you know I’m not doing that,” he grinned at her.  “I’ve got some ideas on what we can do next.”  A shimmer caught his attention, and he saw the exit door pop into view.  “Thanks, Veronica.  I always enjoy our talks.”
“As do I,” she nodded, stepping to the side as he walked to the door, opened it, and stepped through.
The familiar feeling of falling embraced him, and when his motion slowed, he opened his eyes to see the familiar walls of the tower swim into view.  The other players had already spawned, except for Longfellow; the lanky, brown-skinned Archer swam into view a moment later.  “Last to die,” he shrugged as he looked around.  “Hello, what do we have here?”  The Archer’s eyebrows went up as he looked at something over Aranos’ shoulder, and the Sorcerer turned quickly to see two strange humans standing in the middle of the tower. 
The man was short, broad, and well-muscled, with a huge, bright-red mustache and beard.   He was dressed in dull, steel chainmail and carried a battered-looking battle axe, but his face was creased with a wide grin that made him seem oddly youthful.  The woman was a tiny bit taller, with skin that was light brown and curiously translucent.  Her hair and eyes were both jet black, and Aranos could see tiny traceries of dark veins beneath her skin.  She was wearing simple, brown leather armor and had an unstrung bow slung across her back, and she seemed to be trying to hide behind her companion.  This must be…
“Hector!” Phil boomed, confirming Aranos’ guess.  The Spellsword strode over and wrapped the shorter man in a fierce hug, banging his fist on the Warrior’s shoulder.  “Martina,” he added pleasantly, nodding to the woman, who bit her lip and nodded her head silently.
Aranos sighed in resignation; this could get complicated fast.  “What happened?” he asked in a deliberately neutral tone, looking at Martina carefully.  His Scent Ability told him that there was something – off about her.  She wasn’t fully human; in fact, she sort of smelled like one of the undead, although not exactly.  “Specifically, what happened to you, Martina?  Are you an undead?”
“Race change,” the woman said shortly.  “Wasn’t my idea.  I got a notification that there was too much necrotic and restorative mana in me, whatever that means, and it forced an Evolution.  I’m a daywalker, now.”
Aranos nodded.  He was pretty sure what must have happened; the knife Lily was using had to have been made of voidmetal, and it gave Martina a necrotic infection just as the lanohtar’s sword had with Saphielle.  His super bomb must have tried to heal the wound, but the Ranger died before it could, and somehow that had given her an Evolution, one she didn’t seem happy about.
“So, how in tarnation did ya’ll end up here?” Meridian spoke up, once more putting on her exaggerated accent for the new folks, eliciting a groan from McBane.  “Shouldn’t ya’ll have respawned way the heck out in bufu or something?”
“Bufu?” Martina asked curiously.  “I haven’t been there.”
“It’s short for bum-fuck,” Hector snorted.  “Old term for way the hell out in the middle of nowhere.”  He looked Meridian up and down.  “I like you, sister.  What’s your name?”
“Friends call me Meridian,” the Shaman grinned at the man.  “You can call me anytime.”
“I might just take you up on that,” he barked a laugh.  He glanced at Martina, who shrugged her shoulders.
“Our last spawn point was occupied,” she said shortly.  “This was the closest non-hostile spawn point, so we got sent here, instead.  We can leave if you want us to.” 
Phil glanced at Aranos, who shook his head.  “I guess that remains to be seen, really,” he told her.  “Why are you in Antas?”
“We’re here for a Quest, the same way you are,” she snapped, and Aranos caught the odor of prevarication as she spoke.  “We’ve got just as much right…”
“I can tell when you lie,” Aranos interrupted softly.  “You want to stay with us, you need to level with us.  I’m fine letting Hector stay – Phil has vouched for him – but I’m not convinced about you, Martina, and I’m pretty sure Hector won’t stay without you.”  The Warrior nodded his agreement.  “So, convince me.  Why are you here?”
Martina looked at Hector, who shrugged.  “All you can do is tell the truth and let things fall where they will, girl.  I think after seeing that fight, we both know he can kick us out of here if he wants to.” 
The woman nodded and took a deep breath.  “Back in Stoneleague, Phil and I had – a falling out,” she began.  “Actually, that’s wrong.  I treated him like shit, and he left to train his own party and join you.”  She looked at Phil.  “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.  I didn’t realize…”  She shook her head.  “No.  I’m being honest.  I knew you were keeping things together for me, and I hated it.  I hated that I needed your help.  I hated that things were going wrong, and it was my fault.  I’m not used to failing like that, and I blamed you.  I’m sorry.”
Phil nodded, and Aranos gestured for the woman to continue. 
“So, needless to say, I was angry.  Liam came and told me that he wanted me to lead a party to Antas.”  She looked directly at Aranos.  “We were going to come and steal your thunder.  At first, that’s all it was, but as Liam – Lily, I guess – kept collecting more and more summons, I knew that he was doing it just to go after you, and…I didn’t care.  I was excited to think that we’d be part of the group to take you down.”
She took another deep breath.  “At least, until Hector set me straight.  I don’t know if you’ve felt this, but there’s something about the Blightlands.  It gets in your head, messes with you, and makes you the worst you can be.”  She looked at Hector.  “You kept me going the right way, though.  Thank you.”
“That was nothing,” Hector scoffed.  “You knew what to do; you just needed a reminder, is all.  I’d be a crappy friend if I couldn’t do that for you.”
Martina smiled and turned back to Aranos.  “That’s when we stopped working with Liam, and when things started going bad between us.  Hector and I decided that Liam had some sort of plan, and that we didn’t want to be part of it, but we’d need your help.  We were going to wait until we knew what was going on, then Hector would pass a message to Phil and let you know.  We knew Liam’s plan had something to do with you, but we weren’t sure what.”  Martina took another deep breath.  “And,” she added, “we weren’t sure you’d trust us without some kind of proof.  As I said, Phil and I hadn’t parted on the best of terms.”
Aranos nodded; everything the woman had said rang true to both his Scent Ability and his Sense Intent Skill.  “I can see why you’d think that.  What do you think, now?”
“Phil came for us,” Martina said simply.  “You all did.  You had to have known it was a trap, but you came anyway, and you all got sent to respawn for it.”  She grimaced.  “I wouldn’t blame you for turning us away, and if you do, we’ll make our way back to Stoneleague, but I’d like to stay.  My new race has some really interesting Abilities, and I think I’ll be really useful in Antas.  Plus, I owe you guys one.”
Aranos glanced at Phil, who shrugged.  His eyes passed over the others, but none of them had much reaction, and he understood why.  He’d known players like Martina before, ones who were just in it for the glory and the loot, and they weren’t always much fun to work with.  Something had changed in the woman, though; Aranos had been expecting fire and attitude from Phil’s stories, but she was genuinely contrite, as far as he could tell.
“People deserve second chances,” Aranos nodded.  “Welcome aboard.”  He quickly sent a party invite to the pair and was relieved when they both accepted instantly.  He looked seriously at Martina.  “Just FYI, though, I don’t give third chances.  If there’s a problem – any kind of problem – we can work it out.  If we can’t, we can go our separate ways, no hard feelings.  We need to count on each other, though; Zoridos is still in charge in the city, and come nightfall, we might find ourselves facing another army like the last one.”  He looked at Hector.  “Can we count on you?”
“So long as I can count on you,” the man replied with a smile.
“Fair enough.”  He turned to Martina.  “Same question.”
“I’ll treat you the way you treat me.  I can’t think of anything fairer than that.”
Aranos grinned.  “Neither can I.”  He turned to look at the others.  “How badly did you guys get nailed with XP loss?”
The players grumbled and pulled up their notifications as Aranos did the same.
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Spell Created: Nova Blast
Rank: Novice 1
Create an explosion of light and life mana that damages and blinds.
Effect: Choose a spot within sight range.  A burst of brilliant light explodes from this point, doing 23 – 34 LP damage to all creatures within 60’ [205 – 313 LP].  Creatures must also make an Opposed Check: your [(Int – 10) + Spell level] versus creature’s [(End – 10) + Class level] or be blinded for 10 s. 
Cost: 78 SP
They all were blinded by the light…
+250 XP
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Congratulations!
Spell: Nova Blast has Ascended to become Vital Supernova!
Rank: Novice 2
Effect: Choose a spot within sight range.  A massive explosion of restorative, light, and life mana fills an area up to 200’ in radius, doing damage as listed below to all creatures within.  They must also make an Opposed Check or be permanently blinded: the creature’s [(End – 10) + Class Level] versus your [(90% of Str) + (90% of End) + (9% of current LP) + 20].  Any creature unharmed by restorative mana is immune to damage from the Spell but may still suffer blinding.
Damage: This Spell inflicts damage based on the caster’s Str, End, and LP scores.  Damage is equal to your Str Stat x 9 + End Stat x 9 + 90% of your current LP.  Because this Spell is based on vital and restorative mana, it does 50% more damage to barriers made of primary mana or to necrotic barriers. 
Special: This Spell may only be cast when more than 100 creatures susceptible to restorative mana damage are nearby, and only when the caster feels a state of desperation or panic.
Cost: 100% of vital mana, 100% of soul mana, 90% Str Stat, 90% End Stat, 90% of current LP.
I will light up your lives…
+500 XP
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Party Perks Gained!
Shock and Awe (4)
You have laid a successful ambush for a foe more than ten times your number.
Benefit: Do 5% more damage for 45 seconds after springing a successful surprise attack on a foe (cumulative with lower levels of this Perk).
Shock and Awe (5)
You have laid a successful ambush for a foe more than twenty times your number.
Benefit: Do 5% more damage for one minute after springing a successful surprise attack on a foe (cumulative with lower levels of this Perk; all durations of this Perk are set to one minute).
Shock and Awe (6)
You have laid a successful ambush for a foe more than fifty times your number.
Benefit: Do 5% more damage for one minute after springing a successful surprise attack on a foe (cumulative with lower levels of this Perk).  Your surprise attacks force opponents to pass an Opposed Check or immediately rout: your [Charisma + Leadership Skill level + rank of this Perk] versus the opposing commander’s [Charisma + Leadership Skill].  If the opposing force has no commander, their check is their [Average Class level + Average Wis / 2]. 
Shock and Awe (7)
You have laid a successful ambush for a foe more than one hundred times your number.
Benefit: Do 10% more damage for 90 seconds after springing a successful surprise attack on a foe (cumulative with lower levels of this Perk; all durations of this Perk are set to 90 seconds).
Fight Another Day (1)
More than half your party successfully retreated from a foe 50% more powerful than you.
Benefit: +5% movement speed during an organized retreat (does not apply to a rout).
Fight Another Day (2)
More than half your party successfully retreated from a foe twice as powerful as you.
Benefit: +5% movement speed during an organized retreat (cumulative with the first rank of this Perk, does not apply to a rout).
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You have died!
XP Lost: 14,579 (Currently 129,747)
Str, Dex, Agil halved.  Duration, 1 hour upon respawn
Better luck next time!
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Aranos swore silently.  His Spell had killed enough undead to net him over 20,000 XP – enough that he could have leveled both of his Classes – but the death penalty had dropped him back below the requirement for either Class to level up.  The others looked equally grim, and Aranos reminded himself that they’d been hoarding XP for when they finally unlocked their Advanced Classes; their losses, while probably numerically smaller than his, also probably hurt a lot more than his did.  At least, he’d ended up with a net positive from the trip into the city.
“Well, that didn’t quite go the way we wanted,” he finally said, sighing. 
“It sucked monkey nuts, is what it did,” McBane corrected.  The others looked at him curiously, and he shrugged.  “Anyone disagree?”
“I think we’re all happy to acknowledge your expertise in monkey nuts, mate,” Longfellow said grandly.  “Never tried them, myself.  Bit of an allergy, sadly.”
“You don’t know what you’re missing, honey,” Meridian smiled.  “Maybe if we get you really, really drunk…”
“Please don’t go there,” Phil groaned.  “Seriously, I am never getting Longfellow drunk again, okay?  God, the puns wouldn’t stop!”
“I’ll drink with you, Longfellow,” Hector declared.  “Hell, I’ll drink with anybody, so long as they’re buying.  You start getting funny ideas about my nuts, though, and we’re gonna have words.”
Aranos grinned at the banter; already, the party was shaking off the staggering defeat.  “Okay, if we’re all done with Hector’s nuts, I’ve got an idea of what we should do next.”
“Don’t you want to wait for the others to return?” Phil said curiously.  “I mean, do you want to have to go through this twice?”
“No, we’re going to meet them on the way,” Aranos shook his head.  “We’re heading back in.”  The others groaned, but Aranos held up a hand.  “Not hard and fast like we just did, though.  We’re going to turn that first room in the escape tunnel into a forward base and use it to rest and resupply.  Then, we’re going to hit the Vault and get you guys your Advanced Classes.  Once we’ve done that, we can move out into the city in groups, picking off undead and working our way closer to the center, where the Tree-heart is.  If we can get to that, we can take the city without having to beat Zoridos – and it’ll making beating him a heck of a lot easier, too.”
Martina was shaking her head.  “That room is part of the necrotic zone, Aranos,” she pointed out.  “We rest there, we might not wake up in the morning.”
“Not to mention, if we overstay our welcome, Old Bony will probably pop in again and squash us all,” Longfellow added.  “How are we going to keep him out?”
“Same way we’re keeping him out of here,” Aranos shrugged.  “Once that room’s Redeemed, I’ll bet the necrotic zone won’t touch it.  If it does, there’s a way for me to make my Death’s Ward permanent.  I can also tack a permanent Radiance of Life to the room.  Any undead that steps inside will be at half power and taking Stat damage every few seconds.  I doubt even Zoridos would risk that, especially when we can respawn and be back there before it can heal.”
Aranos looked around and saw the others looking thoughtful.  “It’s better than trekking hours back and forth from here every day,” Phil grinned.  “At least this way, we won’t be spending half of every day in transit, right?”  The Spellsword’s words seemed to seal the deal, and Aranos sighed in relief as he saw heads beginning to nod.
“Grab whatever you want to take from here,” he told them.  “Tents, packs, supplies; whatever we need.  While you’re doing that, I’ve got one more thing I want to do here.”  The others went upstairs, except for Martina and Hector, who obviously already had everything they could carry.  “You guys can help the others, come with me – or, I guess, do whatever you want.”
“I want to see what you’re up to,” Hector grinned.  “You strike me as an interesting young man.”
“I’m game,” Martina shrugged.
Aranos led the pair out into the early morning sunlight and walked to the center of the clearing, where he knelt down and retrieved a long branch from his pack.  The coppery, brown bark with swirling runes marked it as his oilarie branch, and while he hadn’t developed his Carving Skill enough to work with the rare wood, yet, he didn’t think he needed it for what he was doing. 
Concentrating, he forged a simple knife from metal mana, shifting the pattern until it was truesilver and making sure it was exceptionally sharp.  Even with the strong, sharp blade, he struggled to cut a slice of wood from the end and ended up having to grow saw teeth on the blade, then laboriously saw at the branch. 
“You know, I could chop that thing into kindling if you want,” Hector offered, touching his axe.
Aranos shook his head.  “You’d break your axe, I’m afraid.  That’s not even high steel, and I’m using truesilver – something that’s probably about seven times stronger than your axe.  You can see how I’m faring.”
“At least, let me do the sawing for you,” Hector persisted.  “I’m pretty sure my Strength Stat is higher than yours…”
Aranos nearly slapped his forehead, stopping as he recalled the extremely sharp knife in his hand.  “Okay, I’m an idiot,” he sighed.  “I totally forgot about my Greater Empowerment Spell.”  Quickly he cast the Spell, focusing it on his Str and Dex, boosting both to over 100.  The sawing went much more swiftly after that, and less than a minute later, a slim disc of wood fell away from the end of the branch.  Aranos returned the larger limb to his pack and poked a hole in the ground, placing the disc of wood inside it.
“What are you doing?” Martina asked, peering over his shoulder and down into the hole. “Are you planting that piece of wood?  I don’t think it works that way.”
“Normally, no, but if I’m right, this should at least get this thing started.  I can ask Rhys to boost it a bit later.”  Aranos took a breath and placed a finger on the disc of wood, closing his eyes.  He wasn’t trying to cast a Spell; instead, he reached into his spirals and pulled up a trickle of vital mana, using his Mana Vampire Perk to slowly seep it into the thin wafer.  SP rolled slowly but steadily out of him, and as it did, he envisioned it filling the piece of wood, restoring it to life. 
Roots would probably be the first things to sprout from the wood, creeping inexorably down into the soil, seeking the few nutrients and traces of water that could be found.  Once the roots had found enough moisture, a twig would erupt from the disc, rising slowly upward as his mana filled it, pouring life into the young sapling. It would reach for the sky before branching out, the slim, young branches pushing out brass-colored needles that would glow once the tree had absorbed enough energy.  The sapling would rise, higher, and…  Suddenly, the trickle of mana petered out, and Aranos opened his eyes with a sigh.  Just channeling vital mana hadn’t worked; the disc of wood still sat…
Aranos blinked at the sturdy, young tree that shone before him, its coppery wood gleaming in the early sunlight.  Two branches jutted out to the side about six feet above the ground, and brass-colored needles gleamed brightly atop the tree and at the ends of each branch, their shine a promise of the sunlight glow they would let off at night.  The tree wasn’t the only thing that had grown, though; his vital mana had apparently spread throughout the soil, and the grass within three feet in every direction had shot up above his knees. 
“Well, I guess that worked,” Hector chuckled.  “Doesn’t look like you expected it to, though.”
“I didn’t know if it would, to be honest,” Aranos admitted.  “I’d never tried it before.  I probably used way too much mana – I’ll bet Rhys could have done the same thing for a fraction of what I spent – but now that I know it’s possible, I’ll refine it until I’ve got it down.”
“It’s pretty enough,” Martina said with a sniff, rubbing her nose, “but I think I’m allergic to it.  It’s making my nose itch and my eyes water.”
“That’s probably your undead half – you’re half undead, half human, right?” Aranos guessed.  “Oilarie trees emit a pollen that’s toxic to creatures of Darkness.  Since you’re not one of those, it doesn’t hurt you, but it sounds like might want to stay away from it if you don’t want to start sneezing.”
“Too – too late,” Martina said as she sneezed loudly, then stepped away from the tree.  “I’m going to head back inside, if that’s okay.”  She sneezed again, then turned and walked away without waiting for an answer.
Hector grinned at the woman for a second before turning to Aranos.  “Hey, I just wanted to say thank you.  You had every reason not to let us join you, but I’m glad you did.”
“I’d say you’re welcome, but I honestly don’t know if that’s true, yet,” Aranos replied truthfully.  “I think it was a good call, but I guess time will tell.”  Aranos shrugged.  “In the meantime, we’ll get to know one another and pretty soon, it’ll work itself out, one way or another.”
“True enough,” the Warrior replied, smacking Aranos solidly on the back. Aranos replied in kind, forgetting that his Empowerment Spell was active, and the Warrior yelped.  “Holy hell, son!  What kind of Strength Stat are you packing?”
“Sorry, that was the Spell,” Aranos said hurriedly, dismissing the Empowerment and allowing his Str to fade back to normal.  “It boosted my Str Stat over a hundred temporarily.  I didn’t mean to hit you so hard.”
“No harm done,” Hector laughed.  “So long as you promise to use that Spell on me sometime.  I really want to see what 100 Strength is like.”
“Then you’re going to love the training crystals,” Aranos grinned, leading the man back into the tower.  “Especially on level 3…”
The trip back to the city was fairly uneventful.  As before, Aranos kept his Aura of Movement active and boosted their speed to double the normal rate.  With the sun out, though, they saw even fewer creatures, and those they saw were easier to outrun, for the most part.
They met the elves and Silma about 30 minutes into their journey.  The NPCs had stopped and were waiting for them; Aranos was sure that Silma had sensed him moving closer and had instructed the others to stop through Rhys.  “Welcome back, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel grinned as the players slowed to a stop.  “Although it is welcome, I assure you, we need no escort back to the tower.”
“You sure about that, hon?” Meridian laughed.  “You were in that zone quite a while without protection.  You’re probably all weak, right?  Shortfellow, why don’t you carry her back?  Or maybe Saphielle, here?  I’m sure she’d appreciate it.”
“While it would be interesting to watch the Archer attempt to accost the Lieutenant,” Rhys chuckled, “it would be unnecessary.  The necrotic effect faded with your deaths, and we were able to escape without damage.”
Aranos frowned at that.  Had the game removed the effect because there were no players left for it to affect?  Or had Zoridos dropped it once it wasn’t needed to hinder the party?  Neither option really made sense; it was something he’d have to think about.
“It’s a good thing you don’t need help going back,” he finally smiled back at Geltheriel.  “You mind escorting us back to the city, though?  That’s where we’re headed, after all.”
“Surely, you do not intend to confront that undead once more, Aranos,” Saphielle protested.  “We barely escaped with our lives last time.  Facing it again would be utter foolishness!”
“I totally agree, Saphielle,” Aranos nodded.  “We’re going to turn that first room in the escape tunnel into a base, the way we did the tower, then try to get into the Vault.  I’m hoping to avoid Zoridos for as long as possible.”
The Avenger stood for a moment, silently chewing on his words.  “That seems acceptable,” she agreed.  “I am relieved you are being sensible about this and are not seeking revenge.”
“Not even a little bit.  We’ve got a Quest to complete, and from there, we can work on clearing the city slowly.” 
The restored party moved swiftly through the blighted forest and located the exit to the escape tunnel without difficulty; however, it no longer stood open and unguarded.  A ring of undead guarded the tree, a mixture of draegs, nurhuins, ravants, and vangolors that would present a serious challenge for any potential intruders but wouldn’t stop them from entering.  Aranos understood that; Zoridos didn’t really need to guard the city too closely.  The party could defeat these guards, but doing so would doubtlessly alert Zoridos to their presence, and they could probably expect a mass attack from the undead to descend on them soon after. 
Their only saving grace, as far as Aranos could see, was that Zoridos would probably be recovering from the damage the Sorcerer’s Spell had inflicted on it, and the number of undead close enough to respond to their intrusion likely wouldn’t be significant after the Supernova Spell Aranos had unleashed.  While he was certain that, in time, Zoridos would spread out his minions to repopulate this part of the city, he doubted that the creature would have had a chance to do so in the few hours that had passed since the party’s defeat.
Aranos began their attack with a fiery Ravaging Burst, catching the waiting undead off-guard and felling some of the weaker draegs outright.  Saphielle, Phil, and Hector struck next, his Gust of Speed aiding them as they charged into the front ranks of the creatures with a crash of steel, while Longfellow and Martina shot magically enhanced bolts and arrows at the vangolors, striking them before the creatures had a chance to erect magical barriers.  Martina’s bow didn’t have the Enchantments Longfellow’s crossbows did, but Aranos’ Elemental Weapon Spell gave it the power to do light mana damage, making her arrows deadly against the elf-like undead.  With the effect of the party’s Shock and Awe Perk upgrading their damage by 40% for the first minute and a half, the attacks started reaping the undead like a scythe through wheat.
Unfortunately, the Perk’s Ability to rout creatures wasn’t effective against the fearless undead, and the party’s foes responded instantly to the attack without even a second of hesitation.  The ravants rushed to meet the tanks’ charge, swiping with their bony claws or smashing hardened fists into hastily upraised shields.  The vangolors immediately raised a barrier to stop the ranged barrage on them, forcing Longfellow and Martina to switch their targets to the shadowy nurhuins that were already sliding along the ground toward the tanks.  The draegs swarmed around the party’s flanks, seeking to sweep upon the tanks from behind.  Their advance halted as Geltheriel appeared to one side, her shadowy blade biting deeply into the creatures, while Silma and McBane held the opposite flank. 
Aranos’ main target was the vangolors, and this time, he didn’t bother holding back on his SP.  A Light Barrage slammed into the shield they’d raised, chewing through it in seconds and bathing the casters in brilliant radiance.  While the barrier was down, he sent a Fire and Ice Spell hurtling at them; when their barrier snapped back into place a few seconds later, it was too late.  The creatures were trapped beneath their own shield, being simultaneously frozen, charred, and battered to pieces.  The Spell inflicted around 150 LP damage per second, with Aranos’ bonuses, and the vangolors within lasted only a handful of seconds before succumbing to his assault.
With the casters neutralized, Aranos joined Martina and Longfellow in ranged assaults.  He fired light-infused Hollow Point Bullets at the nurhuins, tearing into their shadowy forms and often felling the undead with a single shot.  This allowed Longfellow and Martina to focus their fire on the draegs at the flanks, assisting their damage-dealers and quickly whittling the beasts down.  Longfellow’s flaming bolts were more effective at this; not only did his crossbows have better penetration, but their fire damage was particularly effective against the cold-wielding draegs.  Martina’s bow was faster, though, and she could loose two or three arrows in the time it took Longfellow to re-cock and fire his heavy crossbow. 
Phil, Hector, and Saphielle were steadily putting down the ravants, as well.  Hector’s axe wasn’t as effective against the large skeletons – their exposed organs were a weak point for them, and his weapon tended to hang up in their rib cage when he tried to target those organs – but he hacked brutally at their legs and knees, crippling them so that his fellow tanks could finish them off easily.  Phil noticed this strategy and followed suit, and the three tanks soon had a solid routine: Phil and Hector took out the ravants’ knees or ankles, while Saphielle struck at the organs of the fallen creatures with her spear, quickly putting them down.
Two minutes later, the clearing fell silent as the last of the undead collapsed.  Aranos was honestly a bit surprised how well it had gone, but between the effectiveness of their Party Perk and the teamwork they’d gathered from training together, he supposed he shouldn’t have been.  The undead force had only held a minor numerical advantage, and the individual creatures were lower levels than the party.  Without a commander to organize their tactics, the undead hadn’t even been much of a challenge.
Martina, though, stared at the carnage, her face registering shock.  “That was awesome!” she breathed as she took in the utter destruction.  “I mean, they didn’t even stand a chance!  That was the easiest XP I’ve gotten in this game.”
Hector chuckled.  “Remember how I keep talking about finding a good group, sister?  Now, you see why that’s a big deal to me.”
Geltheriel and McBane went to work on opening the secret door.  Geltheriel’s Perception was better, and she located the entrance first, but McBane’s Class had bonuses to things like opening locks, so she let the Rogue do the actual work of unlocking the portal.  It took him less than a minute, but he looked apologetically at the others when the lock finally popped open.
“Sorry, I haven’t really spent much time picking locks,” he admitted.  “My Class trainer gave me some to practice on, but it never seemed very important.”
“It is not for every Rogue,” Geltheriel reassured the man.  “It appears you are more inclined to walk the path of the Duelist than the Thief, so you have undoubtedly focused on your fighting Skills at the expense of those that require Sleight of Hand.”
“True, but I could spend some time on them,” the man sighed.  “It’s just that there are so many other things to work on…”
“It’ll get worse as you level up,” Aranos said quietly.  “At some point, you’ll have to decide if you want to be great at a few things or okay at a lot of things.  There just isn’t time to train everything.”
McBane looked shrewdly at the Sorcerer.  “Spoken like a man who’s faced that choice already,” he observed.  “What did you decide?”
“Well, I have a staff that’s decently powerful.  Have you ever seen me use it in combat?”  Aranos shrugged.  “I also have more crafting Skills than Blacksmithing and Goldsmithing, but you don’t see me woodcarving or working in leather very often, right?  I’d rather be able to make great metal items than a lot of just decent ones from different materials.  Geltheriel taught me that a while ago.”
The party moved swiftly through the tunnel until they found themselves in the large room with branching corridors.  “Okay, let’s see what we can do, here,” Aranos said.  “I won’t be able to do much while I’m doing this – or for an hour or so after – so I’m going to do some prep work, first.  You guys keep an eye on those passages; I don’t want to get hit from all of them at once.”
“And if that happens?” Martina asked, frowning.
“We retreat into the tunnel and hold the passage there,” the Sorcerer replied. “At least, if they hit us before my Spells are complete.  Afterward, we should be safe enough in here.”
He tuned out any further concerns and sat down near the dried-out fountain, closing his eyes but not dropping into his mindscape.  The first thing he did was set his Elemental Ward on the room; that would give them some protection from any undead attacks, at least.  It would also lock them into the room, though, so he used his Spell Sculpting Skill to alter the hanging Ward, creating a safe path back into the tunnel leading to the surface.  That way, if the undead struck before he was ready, the party would be able to safely retreat, and the room would turn into a killing zone the undead would have to cross to reach them.
His next step was to cast his Radiance of Life Spell on the room, pushing back the effect of the Necrotic Zone for the moment, at least.  The Spell was temporary, though, and Aranos was certain that here, its duration would probably be greatly diminished.  He had an idea of how to make it last, though it would take a huge chunk of his SP to make it happen, and he wasn’t completely sure it would work.  Theoretically, it should, but theory and reality were often different animals.
He took a deep breath and summoned his SP, pouring it out into a Spell Anchor that he tied to the Radiance of Life Spell.  The Spell normally cost 150 SP, or about 95 with his bonuses, but he continued to channel mana into it, making the Anchor denser and more solid.  At first, he flooded the Spell with double its normal mana, then five times, then ten times the power it was supposed to hold.  He wasn’t finished, though, and continued to dump energy into the Spell, surpassing twenty and even fifty times the mana it should have needed.
The Spell construct vibrated dangerously as it neared 100 times the SP it normally needed, and Aranos had to carefully channel more power into it.  The energy pulsed and wobbled in his mind’s grip, threatening to leap outward in what he sensed would be a fairly cataclysmic explosion, but he held it fiercely and refused to allow the spell-form to rupture.  The last few hundred SP were the most difficult; the Spell almost seemed as if it was resisting the additional energy, and he had to force the mana into the structure.  When it reached 100 times its base cost, the spell-form shuddered, flashed once – and stabilized, settling into a state that Aranos could sense was incredibly efficient and stable. 
He grinned as he mentally examined his first-ever permanent Spell construct.  He’d wondered how it would be possible to make a Spell permanent – after all, every Spell gave up energy to the environment, and that meant that eventually, it would dissipate – but now he saw how it worked.  The Spell Anchor was slowly drawing mana in from the air around it, passing that energy into the attached Radiance of Life Spell and recycling any mana that the Spell itself released to the atmosphere.  It was highly efficient, and while Aranos had a feeling it wasn’t really permanent – he could see the Spell decaying and falling apart eventually; entropy always won out in the long run, after all – it would probably last for some years, at least.  That was close enough to permanent as far as the game was concerned.
His SP hovered down at just under ten thousand – Aranos chuckled as he realized that, a couple weeks ago, ten thousand SP would have seemed amazing, but now it meant that he was under 50% – and he rested for a while to allow his regen to replenish some of what he’d lost.  He needed to be over 90% for his Needful Reclamation Spell to work, but he wanted to be full so that he wasn’t in a state of Mana Deprivation once it was cast.  Fortunately, with his high regen rate, it only took a few minutes of rest for him to completely replenish the lost SP.
He closed his eyes once again and reached out to his surroundings.  This had once been a place of light, of life, and of safety, and he needed it to be so again.  This would be a space where the party could rest without fear, where they could sleep soundly, secure in the knowledge that the undead were barred to it.  Aranos wanted it to be so; he needed it to be so.  He demanded that it happen, that the room become once again a bastion of the Light, holding out the Darkness.
Power exploded from him in a wave, surging through the room, burning out the Corruption and necrotic energy that suffused the very stones of the walls.  Golden fire raced up the walls, searing them clean and leaving them a gleaming, polished white that shone brightly in the Spell’s radiance.  Energy filled the doorways, forming portals of heavy stone that slid on highly polished rollers.  Light burst from the globes hanging overhead, their radiance competing with the flames of his Spell.  Even better, glowing water spouted from the fountain, filling the air with mist and splashing noisily into the catch basin below. 
As the Spell faded, Aranos leaned back against the now-wet stones of the fountain, breathing heavily.  The Ascended Spell had taken a lot from him, but thanks to his Advanced Class, it had only left him Fatigued rather than Exhausted.  He hesitantly dropped his Death’s Ward Spell and smiled as no notification popped up about being in a necrotic zone.
“Damn, brother, that was one hell of a Spell,” Hector breathed, looking around the room.  The walls, floor, and ceiling had transformed from dull gray to a gleaming, polished white stone that Aranos guessed could be marble or granite.  The crystalline globes overhead glowed with a warm light that filled the room, and the air rang with the sound of splashing water from the restored fountain.  “Is that water okay to drink?”
“It should be,” Aranos nodded tiredly.  “It was made directly from water mana, and anything toxic in the lines or pool should have been scoured away by the Spell.  Probably a good idea to boil it just in case, though.”
“I am able to purify it,” Rhys said quietly.  “It is a simple Spell and requires but a moment.  Fill your waterskins and bring them to me, and I will ensure that they are clean.”
Aranos realized that he could do the same thing; thanks to his Survival Skill, he could think of several ways that he could ensure that the fountain’s water was clean and clear.  Since Rhys could duplicate the same feat with a Spell, though, it was probably easier to let the Druid handle it.  Aranos would be busy enough as it was.
“Okay, I’m going to need to rest for an hour after that,” he told the others.  “I don’t need sleep or meditation, just to sit quietly, so Hector, why don’t you give me your armor and axe?  I can improve them a bit for you.”  The Warrior gave Aranos a speculative glance before turning to Martina.
“What about hers?” he asked.  “Can you boost her stuff, too?”
“I can, but I would rather do that tonight,” Aranos hedged.  “Martina, you said that thanks to your race change, you’re immune to necrotic damage, right?” 
The woman grinned.  “You want me to go scout the city,” she guessed.  “I’m up for that.”
“Sort of.  You and Silma are the only ones that can go out on your own right now – although I’m hoping to start remedying that – so I need you both to snoop around.  Not in the city, though; I want you guys to see where these other tunnels lead.  I know the Library is above ground, north of the city center, but I’m hoping there’s a path we can take from here to reach it that doesn’t go through the city.”
Martina frowned.  “It’ll be harder to avoid any undead in the tunnels,” she pointed out.  “If I get close enough for them to sense me…”
“Then you run,” Aranos smiled.  “Straight back here.  They probably won’t try to come in, but if they do, they’ll be at a huge disadvantage.  I don’t think even Zoridos or Lily would try to attack us here, to be honest.”
The woman bit her lip but nodded, glancing at the giant fenrin questioningly.  Silma padded over to one of the stone doors leading out of the room, grabbed the protruding handle in her teeth, and gently slid it open before vanishing into the darkness beyond.  The Ranger sighed.  “Guess I’ll take the opposite door, then,” she muttered, yanking the door open and disappearing through it.
Hector walked over and placed his gear before Aranos.  “There a reason they aren’t working together?” he asked softly.  “Seems they’d be safer that way.”
“I don’t think they would,” Aranos shook his head.  “Silma’s probably way better at Stealth than Martina is, but her main advantage here is speed.  She can outrun any undead she comes across.”
“And Martina?”
Aranos frowned thoughtfully.  “I’m gambling a bit, there,” he admitted.  “I’ll bet, though, that the undead can’t sense her the way they can us; or, at least, they might not be able to sense her as far away as they can us.  For her, Stealth is the better option.  She’s probably safer than Silma is right now.”
“Okay, but why do you think that?” Hector persisted.  “I don’t mean any offense, but I don’t want her going to respawn and having to head back here by herself, you know?”
“I don’t blame you for being worried about her,” Aranos assured the man.  “I wouldn’t have asked her to go if I didn’t think she’d be okay, though. Her going to respawn doesn’t help anybody.
“As for why...that’s the gamble.  See, all undead have a core of necrotic mana that sustains them and keeps their vital energy flowing to their bodies.  Living creatures have the same thing, but it’s a network of lots of different mana types that ties into our Stats…”  Seeing the Warrior’s eyes glazing over, Aranos shook his head. 
“Long story short, when I look at Martina with my Sense Mana Skill, she feels more like an undead than a living person.  There’s a layer of necrotic mana that’s covering her vital systems, which is why she can’t take necrotic damage.  When the undead go looking for her, I’ll bet all they sense is that necrotic energy, which they’ll either interpret as one of their own or as part of the necrotic zone – at least, unless she’s really close to them.”  He shrugged.  “I could be wrong, but I’d put money down that she can get right next to most lesser undead without being noticed.  She’s basically just become a great undead hunter.”
Hector looked at him thoughtfully before a grin broke out on his face.  “I love working for smart officers,” he declared.  “Glad you’re thinking this all through so well.  I think I’m starting to see how you made such a name for yourself.  You just get all this, don’t you?  How it all works, how the pieces are put together.  It makes sense to you, doesn’t it?”
“Yeah, I guess so.  I mean, I’ve gotten lucky, too, but I’ve spent some time trying to work it all out.  And you’re right; it’s helped a lot, so far.”
“Then keep at it,” Hector nodded.  “I’ll take smart and lucky any day.”
“I’ll do my best,” Aranos chuckled, turning his attention to the gear in his hands.  The Warrior’s axe and armor were simple starting gear, as far as Aranos could tell.  Both were of Rough quality and Common rarity; there was nothing special about them at all.   The Sorcerer frowned; there were a lot of ways he could go with these, depending on what kind of build Hector was going for. 
Aranos turned back to the Warrior curiously.  “Is there anything special you’d like me to do with these?” he asked.  “I mean, I’ll obviously improve their quality by a fair bit, but what kind of Enchantments do you want?  What are you building yourself out as?”
“I haven’t been, if I’m being honest,” Hector sighed.  “I mean, I’ve worked on my Axe Mastery and Shield Mastery, of course, and I’ve put my Stats into Strength and Endurance, with a secondary focus on Agility, but I’ve just been playing vanilla support and defense.”
“There’s nothing wrong with that,” Aranos pointed out.
“Yeah, but I’ve been thinking about what you said, earlier.  About how it’s better to specialize, especially as you get levels.  I’m not sure which way to go, though.”
Aranos rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  “Well, there are a lot of different choices,” he said slowly.  “Saphielle’s taking what I’d call a heavy tank role; she can stand toe-to-toe with things that are stronger and higher-level than she is, and she can survive attacks that would slaughter the rest of us.  Phil’s always been more of an AoE tank.  His Spellsword Class – and probably the Paladin Advanced Class he’s shooting for – lets him do small amounts of extra damage and gives him minor boosts to his defense and threat.  That makes him really good at tanking large numbers of lower-level creatures.
“You don’t look like you want to take the Heavy Tank route, at least not judging from the chainmail and axe you’re carrying.  You could focus more on Agility and take a dodge tank role, the way Silma sometimes does, or you could try to develop some Skills and Abilities that grant you auras so you can support everyone else in some way, like mitigating their damage or increasing their resistance to magic.”
Hector’s eyes narrowed.  “Magic resistance,” he said slowly.  “I’ve actually got a bit of that.  Got a Perk a while back from surviving a nasty Spell.  I could build on that, become a mage-killer.”
“That’s a good role,” Aranos grinned.  “I could Enchant your Shield and Armor to be magically resistant, give you a token like Silma has that disjoins magic on you whenever you want, and make your axe extra dangerous to summoned or Enchanted creatures.  If you really want to be a mage-killer, though, you’ll need to learn more about magic, probably get the Arcane Lore Skill, and see if you can’t figure out how to fight magic yourself.”
“I can do that, I guess,” Hector nodded.  “We’re going to a Library, right?  They’ve gotta have some books on magic that would help.  Although, having an expert Wizard coaching me would help, if there’s anything you could do.”
“I might,” Aranos said thoughtfully.  “It’s possible – you’d lose your SP and probably any ability to ever cast a Spell, but I’ll bet that would make you really resistant to magic.”  He tapped his chin.  “Let me think about it; I’ve got an idea, but you’d have to be willing, and there might be side effects.  I want to play around with it in my head, first, before I do anything.  Is that okay?”
“Take your time,” Hector laughed.  “I’m not ready for my Advanced Class, anyway.  That respawn hurt.”
Aranos turned back to the Warrior’s gear as Hector walked away, headed toward Phil.  His first step was simple, if time-consuming; the equipment was made of an inferior metal, and that had to be fixed before anything else could be done.  The chainmail shirt was simple enough to turn into truesilver; each link was small enough that it didn’t take a lot of SP or effort for him to shift it.  While it was a bit monotonous to individually change every link – and to adjust the resulting twisted circle by removing a bit of the metal from each one, so the final product wasn’t half again the size the original shirt had been – it wasn’t particularly taxing, either.  Once the transmutation was complete, Aranos carefully etched it with runes, winding the runeforms along the chain links as he shifted the truesilver into auril.  The armor could only take three runeforms and two Enchantments, since it was truesilver, but that was enough for Aranos to boost the wearer’s Physical Stats and magic resistance, as well as giving a bonus to Defense and Dodge. 
The shield took far less time, since it was iron-banded wood rather than solid metal.  Aranos transmuted the iron into truesilver again and High Enchanted it, giving it bonuses to Defense and magic resistance as well as the ability to emit a pulse of air that could knock back weaker creatures.  To empower that, Aranos had to shift the metal stud in the center of the shield, giving it a hauratite core that would hold a magical charge.
Hector’s axe, though, was a larger project.  Aranos shifted it from iron to high steel, rather than truesilver, then used the extra metal he’d gained from the Warrior’s chainmail to give it a deepsteel edge.  Once this was done, Aranos carefully shifted the patterns of the metal, aligning them as precisely as he could.  Slowly and cautiously, he trickled spirit mana into the blade, watching as it filled the patterns he’d made, adjusting the metal matrix as needed.  The gleaming steel of the blade took on a duller, matte finish, with swirls of chromatic color surging through it.  Once the patterns were complete, he cut off the flow of mana and examined his work:
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Crafting Success!
You have Enchanted: High Faymetal Axe
Type: One-Handed
Damage: 19 - 27
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Excellent
Effects: Attack +91%; Armor Penetration +116%; Double damage to Summoned, Enchanted, or Spellcasting creatures; Triple damage to magical barriers or animated creatures.
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Hector stared at the Sorcerer in amazement when Aranos handed over his new items.  “Holy hell,” the Warrior breathed.  “These are amazing, brother!”  He quickly donned the armor and hefted the shield and axe, his eyes glazing as he checked his status.  “That’s a 25% boost to my Strength and Endurance.  My damage output more than doubled!  This is like getting five levels just for grabbing my stuff!”
“Glad you like it,” Aranos laughed.  “Now, you match everyone else.  And I’ll do what I can for Martina tonight, although that won’t be as good since I can’t do as much with wood and leather as I can with metal.”
“Anything’s better than nothing,” Hector snorted.  “But this isn’t just anything…you could get rich IRL selling this stuff, you know.”
“Maybe once the game goes live,” Aranos agreed.  “That doesn’t mean I’ll do it, though.  You never know who you’re selling to, and I’d hate for my gear to go to someone like Lily.” 
“That is a fair point,” Hector agreed with a laugh.  “I wouldn’t like that much, either.”
Aranos’ debuff faded while he was working, so he gathered the party and they discussed what they would do next.  Geltheriel and Rhys both advocated waiting until the scouts returned with more information, while Phil and Longfellow both wanted to head up into the city proper and see if they couldn’t replace some of the XP they’d lost.
“You’ve all got valid points,” Aranos broke in when it became obvious that the discussion was starting to circle a bit.  “If we wait for our scouts, we can get more information and maybe hit a target that’s valuable, rather than just wandering around and hoping not to get ambushed.  At the same time, it’s only two days until log-out again.  If we just sit around waiting, we’re missing out on valuable time we could be pushing forward into the city.”  Everyone was nodding, so he continued with a grin.
“The thing is, before we can decide we need more info, but that doesn’t mean we have to wait for it.”  He turned to Hector.  “You can message Martina, right?  Find out how she’s doing and if she’s got any good targets for us.”  He looked back at the others. “And I can do the same with Silma.  Hopefully, one of them will have found something.  If not, then they might at least know where we can find a bunch of undead to hit.”
He silently sent a thought out to the fenrin, calling her name.  There’s no need to shout, her voice grumbled back in his mind, sounding decidedly grumpy.  I can hear you, pack leader.
Is everything okay? You sound upset.
You startled me.  I’m currently sneaking past another group of undead, and I’m a little tense.  What do you want?
We’re looking for good targets to hit to thin out the undead in the area, he sent back calmly, being careful not to sound pushy.  Let me know when a good time is, and we can chat.
There probably won’t be a good time, she replied with a mental sigh.  These tunnels are filled with undead. There are hundreds of them all around us.  I don’t know if they’re always here or just come underground when the sun’s out, but it’s not going to be easy moving through these tunnels.
Aranos’ eyes narrowed as an idea occurred to him.  Hang on a minute, he instructed.  Don’t go any farther just yet, okay?
You want me to sit here, just out of the range of a group of undead, because you’ve got some clever idea?  Seriously?
Exactly, he thought with the equivalent of a mental grin.  I knew you’d understand.  As he cut the mental conversation, he was startled by the choice words the fenrin flung his way through their connection.  He didn’t know where she’d learned those words, but she was using them pretty accurately. 
“Ask Martina if the tunnels in her direction are packed with undead, too,” Aranos said aloud, glancing at Hector.  The Warrior nodded, and Aranos turned to the party. 
“Silma says the tunnels are pretty full of undead,” he told the others.  “Now, that could be a bad thing, except that we’re sitting in a spot that is perfect for dealing with them.  Rather than going out to them, I want to bring them to us…”  He continued to explain his idea, and after some brief discussion, the other party members agreed. 
The party waited impatiently in the room, the doors Silma and Martina had gone through hanging wide open, beckoning at the darkness beyond.  There was a palpable tension in the room, mostly from Hector – the bearded Warrior hadn’t been a fan of Aranos’ plan, but Martina had embraced it wholeheartedly – but they were all concerned.  This would either go very well, or very badly. 
Aranos, Rhys and Meridian had made their preparations as best they could.  The tanks were all boosted by Aranos’ Strengthen Metal and Greater Empowerment, as well as the more specific buffs that the divine casters could grant that Aranos simply couldn’t.  Longfellow stood on an elevated stone platform Aranos had raised, giving him a clear view over the tanks’ heads into the melee that they hoped would be coming soon, while Aranos hovered in the air with his Flight Spell. 
They’re coming! Silma’s voice rang in Aranos’ mind.  There are a lot of them, pack leader!  Aranos sent back a silent confirmation and issued a quick series of commands.  Saphielle took her place just to the side and a few steps back from the door, giving the fenrin room to enter the safe space, while McBane stood off to the other side.  Longfellow raised his crossbow, sighting at the door.  A silver streak shot into the room as Silma raced through the doorway, and Aranos quickly raised a glowing, golden wall of life energy a few feet into the darkened corridor. 
The undead erupted from his wall, scorched and smoking but seemingly unfazed by the damage done to them, and Silma spun around as Saphielle moved back to the center of the doorway to meet them.  The undead monsters rushed into the room unhindered, since Aranos had dropped his Elemental Ward.  He’d thought about keeping it up, but he was worried that the undead might not be able to get through the air barrier.  If that happened, the party would either have been pinned down in the center of the room for several minutes while the undead piled up against the barrier, waiting for it to fall, or the undead would have retreated from the barrier and the forbidding space beyond, and the whole plan would have been wasted.
The undead staggered as they entered the combined effects of the Redeemed ground and the Radiance of Life Spell, and the three party members fell on them at once.  They were weaker undead for the most part, jangshie and ghuls with a smattering of callicants, and the halving of their Physical Stats followed by the loss of 5 points had probably dropped most of them below ten in at least one of their Stats.  Silma was right, there were a lot of the creatures – she’d managed to pull at least three-dozen undead into their ambush – but weakened as they were, the entire horde fell in less than two minutes.  When the last dropped, they slammed that door shut, and Silma opened a second one and slipped out into the darkness.
“Incoming!” Hector shouted, and the group on the other side prepared for the next assault as Martina raced into the center of the room and leaped atop the stone platform to join Longfellow.  This attack was a bit more serious, consisting of draegs as well as the weaker ghuls, but the weakening effect of the room made the actual combat no more difficult for Phil, Hector, and Geltheriel.  Three minutes later, another two-dozen undead had been destroyed, and Martina darted out into the darkness of another tunnel with a grin.
“Sniprgurl was wrong,” Longfellow observed from his platform.  “This is by far the easiest XP we’ve gotten in game.”
“Yeah, sugar, but it’s not much, is it?” Meridian laughed in her exaggerated accent.  “Check your notifications; I barely got anything from that.”
“We probably won’t get much, it’s true,” Aranos spoke up.  “The, um, gods judge XP awards based on things like difficulty and how much danger you’re in.  We’ll get the most right now, as a reward for a clever solution for clearing the tunnels, but pretty soon we’ll be lucky to get anything.”
“One might wonder what the point is, then,” Rhys spoke up.  “If this will not restore what you Travelers have lost…”
“The benefits are clear enough and twofold, Druid,” Saphielle interrupted calmly.  “We are clearing the nearby tunnels, allowing us to explore freely without fear of ambush.   As well, we are reducing the numbers of local undead, forcing their masters to send more to replace their ranks and thus thinning their numbers elsewhere in the city.”
“There’s also the chance that we’ll pull something more powerful than these things,” Phil added.  “If we can defeat something dangerous or noteworthy, we’ll get more XP and we’ll make a bigger dent in the local defenses.”
As Silma’s voice rang out in Aranos’ mind, he grinned.  “Here we go again.  First team, get ready.  It’s a bigger pull this time!”
The rest of the day passed in spurts of combat, followed by long moments of waiting.  As Martina and Silma ventured deeper into the tunnels to find undead to pull, the waiting periods became longer and longer, but the numbers of undead the scouts pulled rose steadily.  Silma generally grabbed more undead than Martina; as Aranos had guessed, the undead had trouble sensing the daywalker, and she usually had to attack a group of them to get their attention.  There were only so many groups she could hit without slowing down so much she risked the other creatures catching her.  Silma didn’t have that problem, as she could easily outrun the undead and could grab the attention of large numbers of them at once with her howl. 
Eventually, the pair had to move to the surface to find undead near enough for their purposes, and it was there that Martina almost met disaster.  The Ranger pulled a group of creatures that included three bainshes, and the void-using mages managed to hit her with a slowing Spell.  Martina was forced into a fighting withdrawal, managing to stay just ahead of the creatures until Silma could arrive and draw them off.  The bainshes attempted a similar Spell on Silma, but the fenrin’s talisman allowed her to disjoin the slowing effect instantly, and she led the group down the escape tunnel into the party’s ambush while Martina slipped into Stealth and waited for the debuff to wear off. 
At that point, Aranos recalled them both.  The sun was starting to drop, and while he had no issues with sending the scouts up at night in the city, he wanted Martina to be more prepared.  “You got lucky that Silma was close and not pulling a group of her own,” Aranos told the Ranger, who protested at being temporarily sidelined.  “You can’t even hurt a bainsh with your bow right now, and if you’d been facing nurhuins instead of draegs you wouldn’t be here talking to us.  You’d be sitting in your respawn room, pissed about the XP hit.
“You’ll be going back out,” he assured her.  “We’re in a time crunch, so we’re going to be doing this into the night.  I just need to give you some upgrades, is all.”
Enchanting some items for Martina didn’t take very long, relatively speaking.  He couldn’t improve her bow or armor’s quality significantly, yet; all he could do was Enchant them for her.  The bow, he gave bonuses to Attack and armor penetration, and the armor he Enchanted with boosts to her Defense, movement speed, and Stealth Skill.  He also gave her bow the ability to fire mana or light arrows, which she would need if she faced more of the nurhuins or bainshes.
Since he couldn’t do much for her arms and armor, Aranos pulled out a simple copper headband.  He gave it a central core of hauratite, then wove threads of auril throughout it, shaping them into runes below the surface of the metal.  Between the runes, he forged bands of arcane silver and buried Enchantments in them, connecting the whole to a single, perfect garnet that he set in the center of the headband.  Finally, he shifted the outermost layer to truesilver, giving the headband more strength and rigidity.  When the headband was complete, he powered it with SP, smiling as he examined his work:
 Crafting Success!
You have Enchanted: Daywalker’s Diadem
Type: Helmet
Rarity: Exotic
Quality: Excellent
Effects: Per, Agil, Dex +12; reduces the distance the wearer can be detected through Life Sense by 44%
On ActivatIon: Cleanse Aura – Remove all active Spells on the wearer.  Disjoining a Spell requires an Opposed Check: Wearer’s [Cha + 65] versus spellcaster’s [Int + Spell Level].  If the Spell to be disjoined is actively maintained, the caster adds their Mana Manipulation Skill to this check.
Charged Item: Cleanse Aura requires 3 charges per use.
Current Charges: 415
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Martina examined her upgrades carefully before shaking her head.  “I can’t accept these,” she told him.  “It’s too much.  You barely know me...”
“You’re part of the party, though, and that’s what matters,” Aranos interrupted. “I did the same thing for Hector earlier, and I’ve done this for everyone in the party.”  When the woman hesitated, he added.  “No strings attached, Martina.  Those are yours.  Even if we decide to part ways, you keep those, with my blessing.  Okay?”
The woman bit her lip but took the proffered items.  “Sorry,” she said finally.  “I’m not used to people doing things like this without some ulterior motive, is all.”
“Well, there is an ulterior motive,” Aranos chuckled.  The woman looked sharply at him, and he shrugged. “I’m not a saint or anything, and helping you helps me.  It’s selfish, in a way: with these, you’ll be better at the role I’m asking you to take, and that will help everybody, not just you.  I can send you out farther into the city without feeling guilty, and you can get into places you might not otherwise.”
Martina nodded.  “That – actually makes me feel better.  You help me, I help you, and we both get stronger together.  I can work with that.”
Aranos looked a bit sadly at the woman as she walked away, donning her upgraded items.  Something told him she’d had to fight for whatever she had, and she didn’t seem to trust easily.  Quid pro quo was easier for her to accept than generosity.  That’s a tough way to look at things, he thought silently.  No wonder she had so much trouble admitting she was wrong with Phil.
The sun fell below the horizon, but they continued their tactics into the night.  The undead were far more plentiful in the darkness, and the scouts were able to pull larger numbers, but as Aranos predicted, the XP they were gaining per pull had dropped precipitously.  Once the scouts found themselves going farther afield to find new targets, Aranos called them back.
“There’s not much point to keeping this going,” he told the gathered party.  “The XP are going to keep dropping until we’re getting a pittance from killing these things, unless we change stuff up or find something more dangerous to pull, and we could all use some rest.”
I’m fine to keep scouting, pack leader, Silma told him silently.  We haven’t found our goal, yet, anyway.  I’ll go look for it.
That’s fine, Aranos replied a mental shrug of resignation.  It should be closer to the city center, on the north side.  It’s going to be heavily guarded, though.  Lily knew about Geltheriel’s Cleansing Quest, so I’m assuming Zoridos knows about it, too.  They’ll have laid an ambush there for us.
I’m not a puppy, pack leader.  Of course, they’ve set a trap for us, and our target is bait.  That’s why you need me to go find out what’s waiting for us.  Without another word, the fenrin loped off down the tunnel leading into the city, vanishing into the green glow of the necrotic zone.
“She’s going to go look for the Library,” Aranos told the others.  “Everyone else should try to get some rest.  We’ll have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”
Hector and Phil volunteered for first watch, and Aranos set up his tent, smiling as Saphielle came over to help him.  “I wasn’t sure if you’d want to join me, with everyone close together,” he murmured to the woman as they slipped into the shelter, gratefully closing the flaps to block out the light streaming from above.
Saphielle shrugged.  “Soldiers and guards rarely worry about such niceties.  We are used to sleeping in close quarters, and none would begrudge another whatever comfort they could find.  When every night can be your last, you try to find what joy is possible in it.”
Aranos frowned inwardly; he’d forgotten that in the Stronghold, the elves were used to nightly attacks, which the guards had to repel.  Not only was death a possibility for them, it was a certainty: at some point, you would dodge too slowly, or you wouldn’t notice the attacker behind you, and that would be the end.  Death was a guard’s close companion; it made sense that they’d seek less grim ones to ease that burden, even for just a night.  For a moment, he wondered if Saphielle had sought that sort of comfort, and who she’d found it with, but he shook off the thought.  It wasn’t his business, for one thing, and it wasn’t like she was the first woman he’d slept with, either.  The past was the past and didn’t really matter today.
Some time later, they lay in each other’s arms.  Aranos could smell the scent of the woman filling the tent; the floral smell of her hair swirled in his nostrils, mixed with the scent and taste of her body to create a curiously satisfying atmosphere.  Saphielle shifted in his arms and raised her head to look at him. 
“Tell me of your world, Aranos,” she said simply, staring at him.  “What is it like, there?”
“It’s not much at all like Ka,” he smiled at her.  “There’s no magic, for one thing, and humans are the only sapient life there.  Well, as far as we know; I guess it’s possible some animals are more intelligent than we think.
“In any case, we use technology instead of magic.  We have cars – sort of like metal carriages that use machines instead of animals to power them – and they drive themselves.  We power things with electricity instead of mana, and we have communications networks that let us talk to anyone in the world or find out just about any information we need instantly.”
“That sounds a great deal like magic,” she pointed out a bit disbelievingly.  “And if you have no magic, how are you so skilled at it, here?  I have worked closely with the Wizards of the House of Stars, and I have spoken to some among that number.  They tell me that only a small percentage of the House has your level of Skill, despite being far more experienced and possessing higher levels.”
Aranos chuckled.  “For the first, it’s just really advanced technology.  There’s an old saying that says, ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is identical to magic’, or something like that.  It took us thousands of years without magic to create most of those things, and even with them, our world has its own problems.”
“I presumed as much, or surely you Travelers would not be journeying to other worlds so frequently,” the Avenger nodded.  “Tell me of them.”
“The first is that there are way more people in my world; too many, really.  We can’t grow enough food for everyone, so we’ve found alternative food sources.  Even with those, there’s rationing; most people eat just enough to stay healthy and nothing more.  Same for water: our world has gotten hotter the past few decades, and we have to desalinate ocean water to make sure everybody gets enough to drink.  We don’t get to take baths the way you do, and fountains like the one outside are really, really rare. 
“With so many people, there isn’t enough space for everyone, so we’re all packed together in cities.  So many people in close proximity, though, causes disease, and we’ve had several pandemics – kind of like plagues – sweep through big population centers in recent years.  When food and water run low, some nations go to war with their neighbors, hoping to steal rations from them, but that just brings more diseases and more death.
“Some people call it God’s way of reducing the population, but I don’t hold with that. I think that God is just watching us slowly destroy ourselves, shaking His head in disgust.”
Saphielle listened silently.  “So, you believe in the gods, as well.  Here, we are taught that the gods of Light watch over us, even in exile, and that it is their words we see in our notifications.  I cannot say that I am much of a believer, though.”
“No?” Aranos asked curiously.  “Why not?”
Saphielle lay quietly for several moments, and Aranos wondered if he’d made a mistake asking that question.  Finally, though, she began speaking in a soft, quiet voice.
“When I was born, there was a certain amount of rejoicing,” she explained.  “Not for me, specifically, but because I was a twin, and such births are very rare among our people.  We are a dwindling race, Aranos; more of us fall to the Darkness every year, and at the edges of the Elven Realms, our births do not offset our losses.  Year after year, more of the Stronghold is abandoned, as there are simply not enough of us to occupy it.  In some ways, our struggles are the dark mirror of those on your world.
“However, the birth of my sister and me was considered a good omen, and many hopes were placed in us.  You may not be aware, but one who was born a twin is more likely to produce twins of their own, and our grandchildren might be equally fortunate, and so on.
“My sister was all that I am not.  She was warm, sunny, and well-loved by all.  She did not possess my Strength or Intelligence, but she was kind and wise.  I have often thought that it was as if someone took a single soul and split it, granting some of that soul’s strengths to me and others to my sister.  This would explain why I cannot repair my weaknesses: that part of my soul rests in my sister.
“Be that as it may, it was obvious to all that she would become the next Scion of our House, and that in her hands, we would be well respected and admired by all.  As I said, all that I lack in Charisma she had in abundance, and she could accomplish more with her words than ever I could with my hands. 
“That is, until an attack of the Darkness brought Blight to the Stronghold.  Creatures we had never seen before crept in under the cover of an assault and hid within our walls.  Pestilence poured from them, and although they were discovered and slain within days, the damage had been done.  Hundreds were sickened and began dying.” 
The woman’s face was blank, but Aranos could see the pain in her eyes, and he drew her closer.  She rested her head on his chest as she continued.  “My house is one of Healers, so you can imagine we were called to aid in this crisis, and my sister was one of the first volunteers to comfort the stricken.”  She glanced up at Aranos.  “House Miradan heals much as you do, with medicines and poultices, not magic, but we have techniques that allow us to work among the sick without joining their number.
“In this case, those techniques failed, and my sister fell ill.”  Saphielle’s voice had gone flat, devoid of emotion.  “Those of my House labored long to cure her, even turning to alchemic remedies and divine magic.  Yet, nothing seemed to be helping. 
“In despair, I went to the temple of Atanaro, he who the humans call Aren Sunlord, seeking more direct divine aid.  After all, I reasoned, if the gods can speak to us, they must be able to hear us speak in turn.  If they can grant levels, Perks, Titles, and Abilities, surely they could heal one elf girl.  I knelt before his altar and begged for his aid, promising my eternal service in his name, that of my future children, and much more in exchange for my sister’s life.”  She stared up at Aranos, and her eyes shone with unshed tears. 
“Three days I spent at that altar, eating nothing, foregoing sleep, drinking only what the priests brought me to stave off death.  And in the end, it was for naught, as word came that my sister had passed in the midst of my prayers.  I – did not respond well, and the altar of Atanaro was quite nearly destroyed in my rage.”
Her face firmed and her jaw set.  “It was in the aftermath of that rage, though, that I realized a truth.  If the gods exist, they are not in exile; they are dead, or otherwise beyond the reach of mortals.  Either this, or they simply do not care.  In either case, I vowed never to waste another breath upon them or their kind in praise or worship.  If they exist, it is meaningless to me, and I am beyond caring.”
Aranos lay in silence, digesting the story.  “I’m sorry you had to go through that,” he finally spoke.  “I think I’d probably feel the same way.  I’ve actually met one of the gods of Ka, you know.”  When the woman glanced at him, he nodded.  “Morx.  We chatted in the Realm of Dreams.  He wanted me to join him, and I said no.
“He didn’t take it well, but I’ll be honest, I thought he’d just kill me with a thought or something.  I mean, he’s a god, right?  But I escaped him, and he found Lily instead and turned her.”
He turned to gaze at Saphielle.  “My point is, I don’t think the gods are as limitless and all-powerful as they’re probably made out to be.  I think that you might be right to ignore them, because if Morx is constrained, even after the gods of Darkness won over the gods of Light, then this Sunlord is probably basically powerless right now.  Geltheriel told me that it was better not to rely on the gods to do things for you but to learn to do them yourself.”
“Your Avowed is far wiser than I,” Saphielle smiled sadly.  “She told me much the same, long ago, and I brushed aside her words.  Then, when my sister passed, I cast off my House and sought vengeance against the Dark through force of arms.  I thought that there would be great resistance at this, but my family not only allowed it, they encouraged me.  At first, I did not understand, but it was not long before I realized that my face, a mirror of my sister’s but without her graces and charms, was painful to them.  I was a reminder of what they had lost, and they were only too happy to have me out of sight.
“This is why I do not attempt to hold back my thoughts, Aranos, for I have learned that silence can be as great a betrayal as a blade in the back.  Your Avowed believed that my family offered me loving support in my choice to join the House of Blades, and in her jealousy, she hurled angry words at me.  I, hurt by my family’s betrayal and their relief to have me gone from their presence, responded in kind, but I did not offer her the truth.  That truth was that her mother’s open and honest response was the kinder one, and my family’s veiled insult was the graver.
“I do not tell you this so that you will pity me, Aranos.  Indeed, I could not take pity from you.  I share it so that you understand me and what I believe.  I do not turn to the gods, for I believe that we mortals are whole and complete in ourselves.  All that we need is within us, should we have the courage to seek it.”
As Aranos lay quietly, cradling Saphielle in his arms, he thought about her words.  We’re complete in ourselves.  We have everything we need within us; we just have to be fearless enough to find it.  That’s more accurate than she probably knows.  I’ve got two more mana types within me, but if I want to find them, I need to go looking for them.  Not in my spirals, but inside myself.
Aranos closed his eyes and fell into his mindscape.  This time, though, he didn’t open his eyes once he reached that safe place within.  His mindscape was a place of comfort and security.  It was where he studied, where he crafted, where he learned.  It wasn’t the depths of him, though, and it wasn’t where his deeper mana could be found.  For that, he would have to abandon safety and delve within himself.
He put the image of his mindscape aside and sank deeper into himself.  His mind resisted, at first – the mindscape was secure, and beyond it was the unknown – but he kept his will focused on diving down beyond it.  Rather than forcing his mind deeper, he pushed gently but firmly, never letting up the pressure, concentrating on delving below his mindscape and finding what lay beneath it.
The image of his mindscape shivered and wavered in his thoughts, growing hazy and blurry.  Aranos felt a stab of panic – if he continued, would he lose his mindscape?  Would he lose all the benefits of it?  Would he be crippled in his new class?  -- but he set that fear aside and pressed his assault.  Saphielle had to have been terrified to leave her House, to put aside everything she’d known, but she’d done it.  Geltheriel had done the same, abandoning ease, power, and security to pursue the life she’d wanted.  Aranos couldn’t do less; anything else would be a disservice to them, as if their lessons meant nothing to him.
The mindscape flickered in his thoughts, shuddered – and vanished.  Power washed over Aranos, flooding his mind in a wave of energies that threatened to hurl him from his meditation.  He fought at first, trying to resist the inexorable tides of energy, but his instinct screamed that it was the wrong tack.  This isn’t just energy, he realized.  It’s your energy; it’s the core of what makes you, you.  You’re just fighting against yourself…
Aranos relaxed and let the rivers of power cast him where they would.  He didn’t just float in the currents; he sank into them, burying himself in their depths, allowing his awareness to swirl into them and become one with the raging torrents.  As his senses spread out to encompass the maelstrom, a flash of understanding lit the darkness, and their nature became clear to him.
These weren’t just currents of magic.  This energy was the fundamental core of his being.  It was chaotic and tumultuous because his nature was in limbo; he wasn’t really an aleen, anymore, but he hadn’t Evolved into anything else, either.  His identity was uncertain, and that uncertainty had churned the center of his existence into a whirlwind of chaos.
Bringing order to that chaos, he knew, was fundamental to understanding himself and moving forward in his Evolution.  The first step to establishing order, though, was knowledge: he needed to understand himself and the forces that comprised him if he was going to have any chance to bring all this power under his control. 
Some of the powers, here, he recognized at once.  His Primary mana was a ribbon of energy, a tiny swirl of power among the mighty rivers that flowed, here, and he understood that his SP wasn’t what he thought it was.  It wasn’t a pool of energy filling his body, granting his Spells potency.  It was his mind’s ability to master that power, nothing more.  His elaborate hourglasses were a trick, a mental construct he used to focus and enhance how his mind could use mana, but they didn’t really matter.  This was the true source of his magic, and it was a drop in the ocean that he could control if he mastered this place. 
In fact, the entirety of his mindscape was just a façade for what lay beneath.  It was a user interface, something that made it simpler and more convenient for him to master himself, but it also limited him.  Here, in the true center of his being, he could see that everything tied together, how training in the mindscape shifted the flows of power in his body and gave him the abilities each Skill granted; how he’d been scooping energy from beneath and weaving it into his Spells through the filter of his mindscape.  That construct was still there, but now he knew that he could put it aside if he wanted, once he’d truly mastered this place.
Enhanced mana raged about him, but as his mind encompassed it, he began to tease out what each current of power truly was.  He could feel the flows of vital energy roaring through his body.  The chaos of spirit magic raced about him, churning the maelstrom, infiltrating everything but touching nothing.  Filaments of soul energy wound throughout the space, bringing everything into some sort of harmony, shifting as it had to in order to balance the flows of power inside him. 
In this place, his mental energy was easy enough to spot.  He’d sensed it before – in the memory stone, in Saphielle, in the totem he’d destroyed – and he’d sensed its lack in those that Keryth had slain.  It was more ephemeral than even soul mana, yet it was highly ordered, and its patterns were easy to follow.  He extended tendrils of soul mana out to it, wrapping it tightly and pulling it to himself.  It felt comforting, in a way, but cold and impersonal; it was intellect without emotion, reason without passion, and it at once called to him and repelled him.
It was harder to locate the haze of spatial mana within him.  That energy seemed to surround him, to encompass everything else.  The rest of him was contained within it; at the same time, his power burst through the constraints of that field, reaching beyond this world.  Once he found it, though, it was incredibly familiar to him.  It was the curve of spacetime, the magnetic field, the fundamental forces that drove and powered his Primary mana.  He could see where the stream of his Primary mana entered his body through this field, and he knew that spatial mana maintained his connection to this world while also allowing him to manipulate it beyond himself.
Now that he understood these powers, he also saw their limitations.  There were greater depths, oceans that lay even further within and dwarfed the rivers of mana he was manipulating, but those were beyond his reach.  This was his place, for the moment, and he had to master himself before he could consider diving down into those endless seas.
Bringing the powers in his grasp under his sway was one thing; melding them into something greater was another.  Not all of the energies would mesh, and some seemed quite opposed to each other.  Spirit and vital mana were quite happy to play together, and it was a simple matter to weave strands of vital energy and fill them with spirit.  Spirit and mind, though, refused to interact; the strands of spirit mana wouldn’t follow the ordered matrix of mental energy he wove, no matter what he did. 
Slowly, gradually, he discovered which mana types would mix and which ones would not.  As he did, he wove them together gently, binding them into a single strand with a hollow core.  Vital mana rested against mind mana, which was bound to a river of spatial mana.  Soul energy tied spatial to spirit, and spirit flowed back into vital, completing the connection.  Each type would meld with two others, no more, and as Aranos watched, the stream of Primary mana rose up through the center of his construct, occasionally touching the mighty river surrounding it with flickering tendrils that were mainly life and void.
Once the energy was under his control, Aranos saw how he could shift it, changing his nature fundamentally.  He could empower his vital mana, becoming stronger, tougher, and faster but drawing energy from his mental and spirit flows to do so.  He could weave a stronger lattice of mental mana, but he’d have to leach energy from his vital and soul mana to do that. 
Each of his Enhanced mana types offered a different path for him to Evolve along, but none of them appealed to him.  Each required him to sacrifice some aspect of his being to empower another.  He could boost his connection to other worlds – he assumed that meant embracing his fay heritage – but that would weaken his physical body and connection to this world.  He could empower his soul, but that meant sacrificing intellect and his ability to affect the world around him. 
It was frustrating, and he gritted his mental teeth in annoyance, but he forced himself to relax and turned his mind away from the problem.  Instead, he took in the structure as a whole, seeing the forces within him balanced carefully against each other.  It’s no wonder that I can’t boost one attribute over the other; it’s a closed system.  If I add power to one, that means I have to take power from somewhere else.  Theoretically, I could increase the flows in three aspects, but that would shrink the remaining two down a lot.  If I wanted to boost everything, I’d have to find a way to add more power to the system.  It’s a shame I can’t tie everything into my Wisdom or Intelligence Stats; my mind and soul mana are already more powerful than everything else, thanks to that.  Even my Charisma would be better…huh.  I wonder why none of the mana types use Charisma in the first place?
As Aranos puzzled that last question, a thought popped into his head.  Veronica had told him that his Charisma Stat defined how he interacted with the world; to him, that sounded like it should have powered his spatial mana.  What if Charisma isn’t tied to any one aspect…because it’s tied to all of them?  What if that’s how they’re all really tied together?  I mean, everything about me affects my Charisma – how smart I am, my intuition, my health, whether I’m clumsy or not – so it makes sense that it should be kind of a sum total of me.
He dove into the jumble of energies, following them deeper into himself, seeking where they originated within him. At each point of connection, there was a wellspring of power that represented the Stat that powered it.  Some of those pools were larger and deeper, such as the massive founts of energy his Wisdom and Intelligence granted him, but each was connectedly directly to the appropriate mana type.  Still, there almost had to be a connection between them – he’d shifted vital mana into soul mana, already, and that meant that there was a link between them…
There.  It was faint, indistinct, but there was a line of power leading away from his vital pool and going deeper within him.  He followed it with mounting excitement until he found himself facing a sixth pool of energy, one that glowed with every facet at once. This was his Charisma, the sum total of himself, the place where everything that was him interacted with everything else in Ka.  Lines of power radiated from it in all directions, faint but clear in his sight, and Aranos stared at the wellspring of power with a spreading grin.  What if I empowered everything?  What if I could dump all this power into all those streams at once?  That would be a nice Evolution!
He touched the thin streams of power radiating out from his Charisma pool; they were the problem, he realized.  They were simply too small to accommodate the kind of flows he wanted; they needed to be larger, wider.  He turned his focus onto that pool of power, pressing it, gently pushing the energy within.  The webs of power around him glowed a bit brighter as energy slowly leached away, filling the thin lines to overflowing, and he gradually increased the pressure.  The pool dimmed as power fled it, but before it could empty, Aranos reversed the process.
This time, rather than pushing, he pulled, drawing energy back into the pool.  Power flowed a bit more easily as the channels were forcibly widened, and the pool refilled more quickly than it had emptied.  Aranos repeated the process, each time increasing the pressure, the channels linking his Charisma to his mana steadily widening as the power flowed more easily and with greater volume each time.
He ceased his efforts at last, his mind exhausted from the strain.  The thin, wispy channels were gone; now, wide streams of power flowed back and forth from his brightly glowing pool.  The energy rushed out into his body, filling it, pervading every cell as each mana type roared through him.  Aranos bit his lip as the electric tingle of power became uncomfortable, then painful.  Fire raced through his body as energy surged inside him, searing him from the inside out. 
Aranos choked back a scream as pain flared into agony.  It was as if molten metal coursed through his veins; radiant, white flames tore through him, burning and scorching his mortal flesh.  His mana raged, unchecked, and power filled his thoughts.  There was nothing but white, burning, torment; everything else vanished from his mind.  Aranos didn’t know how long he could take this, and he found himself silently begging for respawn. 
Deep within his mind, a tiny spark of defiance burst to life.  He was master, here, not this power; he would be the master, not the mastered.  His power answered to his will, nothing more, and it would answer now.  The spark swelled into an icy flame that cooled his thoughts, pushing back the fog of agony.  This is my power, he growled silently, steeling his will.  Mine.  Mine!  The fluxes of energy roared around him, but he reached out and grasped them, ignoring their fire, clamping them down with his will.  Mine!
The energy surged once more, slamming itself against the new barrier of will that rose in his mind, but Aranos endured.  More than that; he thrived.  He welcomed the onslaught, drew on its power, making it part of him.  As the torrents of pain raged through him, he embraced them, gathering them into his being.  The power was him, and he was the power.  This was all that he was: every dream, every fear, every joy, every evil.  All of that and more swelled within him, rising in a tide of energy that surged, crested – and finally broke, swirling back down into his core, where it stabilized as the river of mingled power he’d fashioned before.  This river was stronger, though, if less defined; the aspects mingled freely, but he could draw them as he wished, pulling power through the wellspring of Charisma that rested at his center.
As the power ebbed and faded, Aranos allowed the image of his mindscape to fade back into view.  While it was comforting, it felt shallow, now; he had seen the reality beneath it, and he could sense how frail and thin the veneer was that sheltered his mind from those deeper powers.  The mindscape had changed another way; his hourglasses were gone, replaced by a column of energy that rippled and swirled from earth to sky.  He touched that river of power and realized that the hourglasses weren’t gone; they’d been subsumed by this new, more powerful construct.  His Primary mana still spun and rotated at the center of the column, but the perfectly fashioned hourglasses weren’t necessary anymore.  He understood his mana more deeply, knew it more intimately, and he could separate it with a simple effort of will.
With just such an effort, he rose from his mindscape, opening his eyes and gazing on a scene of destruction.




Chapter 16

“Jeff, you okay?” Phil appeared in Aranos’ vision, the Spellsword’s face a mask of concern.  “What the heck happened, man?”
“Is it not obvious?” Geltheriel’s voice spoke from far to his side, and Aranos glanced around to see that everyone was awake and clustered around the edges of the room.  “My Oathbinder has experienced an Evolution, but as is his wont, he chose to do so in the most spectacular and dangerous way possible.”
“Wait, dangerous?” Aranos repeated dumbly.  He was having trouble focusing; his thoughts were racing in every direction, and his brain felt numb.  He forced himself to focus and turned his gaze to the room, which looked like it had survived a dragon attack – if just barely.  The stone around him was scorched, his tent was a pile of ashes, and the nearest ones were blackened.  Saphielle and Geltheriel both bore signs of healing burns.  “What the heck happened?”
“You did, mate,” Longfellow chuckled.  As the others looked at him, he shrugged.  “What?  It’s the truth.  You burst into flames in the middle of the night, burned Saphielle and your tent, woke everyone else up with your bloody screaming, and then just – stopped, and now, you’re all shiny.  Scary as hell, I don’t mind saying.”
“Shiny?”  Aranos echoed, knowing that he sounded dumb and hating it.  Clamping his mouth shut, he looked down at himself and saw that the Archer was correct.  He was shiny.  His pale, green-tinted skin looked like polished, emerald jade, now.  His fingernails gleamed golden, and the lock of hair he scooped up was the brilliant hue of a ruby instead of its previous brick orange.  “Anyone got a mirror?”
Meridian wordlessly handed him a hand mirror, and he looked at himself with a sigh.  His eyes glowed a sapphire blue, lacking pupils, and his eyebrows and lashes were the same color as his hair while his lips were the bright gold of his nails.  His eyes were slightly larger than they’d been before and rounder, while the point of his ears had, if anything, sharpened into even higher points that jutted above the top of his head.  His face had become longer, his features a bit more pronounced and, well, regal in appearance.  “Well, damn.  I am shiny.”
Phil laughed, breaking the tension.  “That you are, buddy.  So, mind telling us what happened?”
“His Avowed has told you, Spellsword,” Saphielle said irritably, her face betraying her annoyance.  “He somehow went through an incredibly dramatic Evolution.  I am certain that even he does not know the results, as he has not had time to check his notifications.  Let us all return to our rests, and we will discover more in the morning.”
Aranos glanced at the pile of ashes where his tent had been.  “That’s gonna be tough…”
“I have a tent,” Saphielle said brusquely.  “However, as I know that you usually need but a limited amount of rest each night, we will all rest more securely if you are keeping watch.”  Aranos nodded, and the woman began setting up her tent while the rest of the party started moving back toward their tents, giving Aranos curious glances but not saying a word.
“Is she mad at me?” Aranos asked Geltheriel, watching Saphielle as she labored with her tent.  “I didn’t mean to…”
“She is embarrassed, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said gently.  “When your Evolution triggered, the flames scorched her first, then the blanket you were under, then your tent.  If you were to consider how she was sleeping….”
Aranos understood instantly.  “Oh, damn.  And she was probably too shocked to get her armor on before everyone came rushing out to see what happened.  That sucks.”  He glanced at Geltheriel.  “Think I should talk to her?”
“That is your decision, of course.  She is eminently practical, but were it me, I might assist her in her efforts without speaking of this.  She will likely benefit from the privacy her own space accords her but would not appreciate being reminded of that moment.”
Aranos nodded and walked over to Saphielle, grabbing a rope and pulling it tight, helping the tent to rise up from the floor.  The Avenger glanced at him suspiciously, but he stayed silent and kept at his task, and a moment later, she flashed him a grateful smile.  In no time, the tent stood securely, and Saphielle walked over to him, kissing him gently on the lips.
“My tent is yours, always,” she murmured.  “And yet, I do believe that the others would prefer you be awake and alert.” 
“You’re probably right,” he grimaced.  “Besides, I’ve got stuff to do, notifications to process – you get the idea.”
“Then enjoy your night, my love,” the woman murmured as she slipped into her tent, leaving the Sorcerer staring after her.  Love? Aranos thought about that for a moment.  He liked Saphielle, admired and respected her.  Did he love her?  He didn’t know, and that troubled him.  He didn’t want to lead her on…
He sighed and settled to the floor, first reaching out to check on Silma.  The fenrin simply responded that she was busy and suggested he bother someone else with his mental screaming.  Aranos chuckled; apparently, his Companion had felt his transformation through their bond and had been deeply disturbed by it.  With a deep breath, Aranos pulled up his notifications, reading them carefully:
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Enhanced Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Mind
Mind mana is the power of the mind.  It can be used to read the thoughts of others, project your thoughts to them, or even alter their thoughts and memories.
Associated Stat: Int
Requirements: Int 50+, Lore (Any race) or Sense Intent Adept 1
Using Mind Mana: Mind mana is orderly and emotionless and is easiest to use when the caster has a calm mind.  If a caster attempts to cast a Spell using mind mana when they are experiencing an extreme emotional state – fear, passion, anger, etc. – they must make an Opposed Check of their [(Int-10) + Mana Control Skill] versus the Spell’s [SP cost /2] rounded up.  Failure means the caster takes 1 point of Int drain for every 20 SP of mind mana they are using.
Stat Damage: A caster can safely use only a limited amount of mind mana without damage.  You can use SP of mind mana equal to or less than double your Int Stat per hour.  Exceeding this limit drains your Int Stat: you lose 1 point of Int per 1% of your max SP of additional mind mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.
Mind Mana and Barriers: Most physical barriers, including armor and magical shielding, will not protect against mind mana and offer no defense against it unless specifically designed to resist this aspect.  Magic resistance does affect mind mana normally, and Skills such as Mental Resistance, Charm Resistance, or Fortitude are effective against mind mana attacks, although these have their effectiveness reduced by 50%.
Mind Mana and Sentient Creatures: Mind mana can be used to affect the minds of sentient creatures but not to actively control them.  Thoughts can be read, emotions and thoughts can be projected, and a powerful caster can implant or alter memories, but mind mana cannot force a sapient creature to behave against their nature or best interests.  Sentient creatures – those that are aware of their surroundings but not self-aware – are easier to control with mind mana, as they tend to respond instinctively to emotions and stimuli without being able to resist.
+450 XP
Enhanced Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Spatial
Spatial mana deals with the fundamental forces and concepts of the world.  It is the power of gravity, of magnetism, and of force.
Associated Stats: Dex, Agil
Requirements: Dex or Agil 50+, Lore (Arcane), Enchanting, or Runecrafting Adept 1
Using Spatial Mana: Spatial mana is, in many ways, the most unpredictable aspect of mana.  As its effects often draw upon the world around the caster, it often gives results that vary from one casting to the next and can occasionally have unexpected side effects.  A caster using spatial mana must make an Opposed Check: [the highest of the caster’s Arcane Lore, Enchanting, and Runecrafting Skill + the higher of Dex or Agil] versus the Spell’s [SP cost /2].  Failure means the Spell has some variation or side effect based on local conditions. If the Check is failed by more than 50% of the caster’s Check score, the Spell also has a random effect that is in line with the Spell’s intent.  If the Check is failed by 100% or more of the caster’s Check score, the caster suffers Agil and Dex drain equal to the Spell’s SP cost / 50 (minimum of 1 point).
Stat Damage: A caster can safely use only a limited amount of spatial mana without damage.  You can use SP of spatial mana equal to or less than your Agil and Dex Stats combined per hour.  Exceeding this limit drains these Stats: you lose 1 point from the higher of these two Stats per 1% of your max SP of additional spatial mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.
Spatial and Elemental Mana: Spatial mana can be used to power any Spell that uses only Elemental or Composite Elemental mana.  In this case, 1 point of spatial mana can replace 10 SP of Primary mana and increases the Spell’s effectiveness by 5%.  This is cumulative: 20 SP of spatial mana can be used in place of 200 SP of primary mana and will boost the Spell by 100%.
+450 XP
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Skill Evolved: Skill Instinctive Meditation has become Deeper Meditation
New Rank: Expert 5
Increases SP regeneration rate by 20% + 3% per Skill level when resting, double that when actively meditating.
Spell creation may be done in the mindscape at +100% + 3% per Skill level creation speed by sacrificing all SP regeneration during that time.
All crafted Spells gain 3% per Skill level effectiveness.
All Enhanced mana SP limits are increased by 25%
Wis +1
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Racial Evolution!
Due to your special actions, your race has Evolved into a higher form!  All benefits from your previous race are lost, and you gain the benefits of your new race, instead.
Ascendant Race Unlocked!
You have transcended the normal limitations of mortal races and have unlocked an Ascendant race!
New Race: High Arcane
Abilities: Str, Dex, Agil, End +3; Int, Wis, Per +5; Cha +6
High arcanes are a race from beyond Ka, originating in the fay realm of Faerie.  They are composed of magical energy given solid form and have huge bonuses to spellcasting, as well as the power to control and manipulate their bodies in ways that mortals cannot usually replicate.
Benefits:
+10 SP per Class level (retroactive).  
SP Regen increased by 25%
All arcane Skills are automatically considered Trained.
Cha +1 per Class level (retroactive)
Arcane Adaptation: The bodies of high arcanes are heavily adapted for channeling and casting mana.  As such, any Stat requirements for casting Spells or using aspects are reduced by one-third (rounded up).
True Charisma – High arcanes gain a bonus to all Skills equal to their Cha Stat / 20 (rounded down).  They can also empower any Stat by transferring points from their Cha to the chosen Stat in a 1:1 ratio.  For example, a high arcane can boost their Str Stat by 20, reducing their Cha by the same amount.  Multiple Stats can be empowered at once this way, so long as the high arcane possesses sufficient Charisma.
Malleable Mana – A high arcane can shift their internal energies and mana from one type to another freely.  This allows an arcane to transfer SP, LP, and Stamina; shift one Primary mana type into another; or transmute one Enhanced mana type to another.  Enhanced and Primary mana can be exchanged at a rate of 1 SP of Enhanced mana per 15 SP of Primary mana. 
Enhanced Regeneration – A high arcane’s SP, LP, and Stamina Regen are all equal to the highest rate of these three.  For example, if a high arcane regenerates 5 SP per second, 3 LP, and 2 Stamina, all three rates are set to 5 per second.
Resilient Bodies – High arcanes receive only half the normal benefits from Stat training and cannot train any Stat over 100.  They still gain normal Stat bonuses from their Class levels, Skills, and Abilities, however.
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Quest Completed: Race to Get Ahead
Objective: Discover enough Evolved Abilities, Perks, and Traits to advance to an Evolved race
Difficulty: A
Reward: 25,000 XP, Race change, Ascendant Race
Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 8
Current XP: 147247/153000
Int +5, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points
Sorcerer Level: 14
Current XP: 96619/105000
Int +3, Wis +3, Cha +3, +3 Stat points
I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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Your Companion has gained a level!
Current Level: 15
Per +6, Agil +6, Other Stats +4, +10 Stat points to assign
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Aranos stared at the notifications in disbelief.  His new race had also come with a boost to his Instinctive Meditation – well, Deeper Meditation, now – and a host of new abilities.  His Cha had jumped to match his Int Stat, his Skills had gotten a 6-point boost, and his LP now regenerated as fast as his SP – which meant that he could go from 1% to full in about twenty seconds, outside of combat.  Best of all, many of his mana restrictions had been either eased or, in the case of his Primary mana, erased entirely.  He could turn all his SP into fire mana if he wanted, or light mana to deal with the undead.  He still couldn’t use unlimited amounts of Enhanced mana, but he could use a lot more than before by either shifting Primary SP into Enhanced SP or by boosting his relevant Stats using his Charisma.
His two new levels had also boosted his Mental Stats significantly and gave him 8 Stat points to play with.  He decided to dump 4 of those into Cha – it was now his second-most important Stat, in some ways – and split the other evenly between Int and Wis.  With the new racial limitation to his training, his days of training Int and Wis were over.  His Physical Stat training could continue, but now he’d get a point one night, nothing the next, then two points, then nothing, and that would continue.
He shook his head and settled in for his watch; he’d told Saphielle he had things to do, and he hadn’t been lying.  He wanted to create trinkets like he’d made for Martina for each of the party members, and thanks to his new racial Abilities, that was possible.  He had plenty of Wis to power the soul mana he needed for the charms, but he was light on the Per he needed to boost his spirit mana.  Taking a deep breath, he reached down within himself, shifting power from his Cha pool to the far more weakly glowing fount of Per until he’d boosted it over 100.  He paused as his senses suddenly sharpened, threatening to overwhelm him, but he closed his eyes and focused until the new clarity of his Perception was under control.
With his boosted Perception, crafting the new charms was easy enough.  He still couldn’t create them all at once – he made five of them quickly and then had to wait an hour to make the remaining four – but without the Per boost, he wouldn’t have gotten them all done in a night without hurting himself.  He spent the time between in Skill training, since this would have been a night that he would have gotten no points in Stat training with his new penalties.  He couldn’t simply sink into his mindscape to train, since he needed to stay alert, but thanks to his new understanding of his Meditation Skill, he didn’t need to.  Instead, he allowed his mind to slip into the memories of the Skill Books like they were a daydream.  It wasn’t as effective, only giving him a single level to his Carving, Leatherworking, and Arcane Lore Skills, but it was better than missing the night’s training.
He spent the remainder of the night studying.  The book on Elven Lore didn’t yield any truly interesting information – the chapter he was on kept droning on about trading agreements, how they’d been broken by various races, the diplomatic consequences of these betrayals, and how a band of powerful Spellswords had maintained order in the Realms by the use of force.  The culmination came when a half-crazed Elder named Jhaerjhar attempted to overthrow the Spellswords but was literally beaten to death with his own, severed arm in front of everyone, resulting in the Elven King dissolving the Senate and creating a Council of Elders that didn’t include the powerful Houses.  Aranos wasn’t a fan of the story, but at least the ending was somewhat satisfying; the Elder had been a ridiculous character, and Aranos was honestly kind of glad when he died.
He also discovered that Ilmadia’s crafting book had an entire section on rare woods, including the three types he had in his pack.  There wasn’t much information there that he didn’t know from his Natural Lore and Herbalism Skills, but there was a bit that suggested that Carving these types of wood should only be done with knives made of rare, hard metals like deepsteel.  Even truesilver wouldn’t hold an edge sharp enough to work these woods deftly.  Some of the woods responded better to magically charged tools, as well; telmallern, for example, was best carved with a magically sharpened tool charged with nature mana, while oilarie responded better to light mana.  While it wasn’t much – certainly, the information didn’t make him confident enough to attempt Carving any of his rare woods – it was enough to give his Carving Skill another level, bringing it to Student 9.
When the others awoke, he handed out the charms he’d created.  “These aren’t as good as my Spell,” he admitted.  “They reduce necrotic effects by half instead of dropping them to a quarter, so we’ll try to limit ourselves to 2-hour dives into the city before returning here to rest for an hour.  They still halve the distance the undead can sense you, though, and a 50% reduction in necrotic damage might be useful if we have to face more powerful undead.”
“It didn’t do much against that lich-thing, though,” McBane observed a bit sourly.  “What happens if it comes out to play again?”
“Run,” Aranos shrugged.  The others laughed weakly, but he shook his head.  “I mean it.  Last time, it was inside the barrier, so my ward didn’t do anything.  This should reduce the damage its necrotic attacks can do and let you disjoin any Spells it uses to slow you down or paralyze you.  Run, and hope it doesn’t feel like chasing you.
“To be honest, though, I don’t think it’ll be an issue.  I’m pretty sure Zoridos is going to work through its minions now instead of coming to visit us personally.”
“Have you got a reason for that?” Longfellow inquired.  “Again, not that I need one, but it’s reassuring to think that our fearless leader is smart fearless rather than crazy fearless.”
“Aranos hurt it last time,” Meridian spoke up.  “Did ya’ll see how pissed it was about that?  I’m betting nothing’s hurt that thing in a long, long time.  You think it wants to come back and find out if he can do it again?”
“And yet, one might observe that at some point, we will have to face the creature if we wish to free the city,” Rhys spoke up.  “Should we not lay plans to deal with it for when that time comes?”
“I’ve got an idea or two,” Aranos smiled.  “Fighting it directly is probably a losing proposition.   We’re going to have to weaken it, first, and I can only think of one way to do that.”  He turned to Martina.  “I need a favor.  I need you to see if you can find the Treehome – kind of like the city’s palace or keep.  It should be in the center of the city, and it should be built around a giant tree.”
“I think I’ve seen that,” the woman nodded.  “What do I do when I find it?”
“Get inside and look around.  I’m sure Zoridos is there, and I want to see where it spends its time, what it’s doing, and anything else you can find out.”  He looked gravely at the woman.  “This is a volunteer job, and if you don’t want to do it, just say so.  Between your natural Ability to hide from the undead, your necrotic immunity, and your diadem, you’re the only one of us who can get close to that place without triggering whatever defenses they have.”
Martina made a sour face but shrugged.  “Yeah, I’m on it.  I’ll let Hector know if I find anything out.”
“Thanks,” Aranos smiled.  “As for the rest of us, we’re heading out.”
“Anywhere in particular, or are we just taking a stroll, enjoying the sights and sounds of the undead?” Phil grinned. 
Geltheriel sighed and rolled her eyes.  “Can you not read my Oathbinder’s face, Spellsword?” she asked.  “He looks as pleased as the Archer does whenever the Shaman bends to pick something up.”
“Hey, I do not!” Longfellow protested as Meridian turned and gave him an arch stare.  “I mean, I may look, yeah, but I don’t get all happy about it.”
“Indeed, you do, Archer.  However, I should add that the Shaman is aware of this and does it deliberately to torment you.”  Geltheriel grinned at the flush that appeared on Meridian’s face. 
“Hey, sisters before misters, lady,” Meridian complained.  “You’re not supposed to tell them about that stuff!”
“Sisters before misters.  I shall remember that,” the Shadedancer laughed.  “In any case, have you not guessed why my Oathbinder is so happy this morning?”  The woman looked around, but only Saphielle seemed to catch on.  “His Companion has found the Library.”
Aranos hovered above a shattered, crumbled ruin that had once been a building of some sort but was now unrecognizable.  Most of the city seemed to be that way; there were occasional structures that had been shoddily repaired, probably to provide shelter from the sun and weather for the undead, but the majority of the city had been reduced to rubble.  There were myriad signs of undead about, but none of them were recent, and none led into or out of the nearby ruins, so Aranos wasn’t particularly worried about being spotted as he floated over the skyline and examined the Library far ahead.
With his Perception pumped to over 100, Aranos had no trouble making out the ranks of undead that ringed the building.  The Library was one of the few places in the city that had been meticulously maintained, along with a few of the odd towers that dotted the landscape.  Its walls were gray stone, traced with cracks and hairline fractures, but efforts had been made to patch the largest fissures and to reinforce the eroded walls.  A series of wide, worn steps rose before the building, leading to a heavy door that looked to be made of pitted, rusted iron but still stood, solidly blocking the entrance. 
None of that really interested Aranos, except tangentially.  His attention was focused on the tracks leading into the nearby buildings, most of which showed signs of being hastily cleared out and repaired.  Perhaps twenty undead blocked the party’s entrance to the Library, but it looked like at least twice that number had taken shelter in the neighboring structures.
What that meant for the upcoming battle depended entirely on how well the undead were being led, but Aranos had to assume that there was something like a lanohtar inside.  Thanks to Lily, Zoridos would know that the Library was the party’s goal, and it would have put a force here that if felt was capable of defeating the party.  That meant that something out there had to have a handle on tactics.
Aranos frowned, considering.  If he were the enemy commander, he’d have put his weakest, most numerous forces outside, where they could be easily seen.  A classic counter for dealing with a force like this was to hit hard and fast, punch through the front ranks and get through the door, or at least get the door and wall at your back.  That way, when the ambushers came in from the flanks, you’d be facing them all along a single front.  However, Aranos would make sure to put a much stronger force inside the building, so when his attackers turned to face the creatures outside, he could hit them from behind with greater force.  The invaders would be caught between his two forces, ground to pieces, and obliterated.
Of course, if that second force can’t reach the attackers, then the tables turn a bit…  Aranos chuckled as a plan formed in his head, and he swooped back to the others, grinning excitedly. 
The path Silma chose for the party led through the tunnels beneath the city, rather than the streets above.  The party’s efforts of the day before hadn’t been in vain, and their encounters in the tunnels had been few and with small parties of undead that were easily dispatched.  Aranos wasn’t sure why the undead hadn’t returned to the area – surely, there were plenty of the creatures in the city to repopulate the area – but he suspected Lily was part of that.  If she had any experience as a gamer, the woman would have recognized the party’s tactics for what they were, since pulling a train into an ambush was a time-honored move.  He didn’t know how much power Zoridos had over the woman – if his guesses about her were right, he didn’t even know if she counted as a player anymore – but he had to assume that whatever she knew, the lich-thing knew.
If that was true, then Aranos understood why the undead hadn’t come back.  If Zoridos had repopulated the area, the party could have kept dragging groups of undead to slaughter.  While it probably would have taken days or even weeks for them to eliminate the undead completely, that wasn’t the goal; they just needed to reduce the density of the creatures enough to allow them to pass unhindered throughout the city.  With as large as Antas was, they wouldn’t have had to eliminate too many of the creatures for that to be a realistic possibility.
Even worse for the lich, Aranos was pretty sure that Zoridos couldn’t replace its losses without raiding the nearby uruks for more corpses – and so far, they hadn’t seen any animated uruks or their kin.  Aranos supposed that could mean that the uruks couldn’t be raised as undead, but he suspected it was more that once the undead were away from the city and its necrotic zone, they were at a disadvantage versus the more numerous and organized urukkai.  Zoridos could probably get away with raiding the creatures for a few corpses, but marching an army against them to fully replenish his losses wouldn’t likely go well for the lich.  It might even allow the urukkai – or humans, or elves, or anyone, really – to retake Antas and displace the lich. 
Aranos was pretty sure that Zoridos wouldn’t risk that.  The lich was powerful, but it was too powerful.  If Aranos was right, it was getting that power from the city and its Tree-heart, and being driven out would severely weaken the undead wizard, if not destroy it outright.  Zoridos wouldn’t leave Antas undefended or weaken its forces in the city too much, or it might beat the party but lose its power in the bargain.  Most of the undead they’d seen looked like they’d been human or elven, once; that implied that Zoridos had swelled its ranks by letting its enemies come to it and then inducting them into its forces.
Aranos was also fairly certain that the Tree-heart was the reason for the necrotic zone covering the city.  If Zoridos had somehow managed to twist the Heart so that it protected the undead, rather than repelled them, it might have been able to create such a powerful barrier.  That would also explain what had happened when Zoridos sent them all for respawn last time: the necrotic zone had dropped.  That had puzzled Aranos for a while, but it made sense, in a way.  If Zoridos and the zone were both drawing power from the same source, when Zoridos pulled on that energy too heavily, the necrotic zone couldn’t be maintained. 
Of course, that was all speculation.  It was possible that the reason there weren’t more undead around was that they were out of the city, collecting corpses to restore their losses.  It was possible that Zoridos had some other artifact powering it, or perhaps in its centuries of existence it had simply become incredibly strong.  It was even possible that Zoridos had dropped the necrotic zone with the players’ deaths because it didn’t care about the elves. 
If any of those were true, though, then Aranos didn’t think the party had a realistic chance of freeing the city.  If the undead could replenish their numbers in days, the party couldn’t win a war of attrition.  If Zoridos simply viewed them all as bugs and was naturally that powerful, then Aranos would need at least twenty or thirty more levels before he had a chance of facing the creature.  If his speculations were false, then all they could do was get into the Vault, get the info they needed, and flee the city. 
While it was possible that was what they were meant to do, he doubted it was that simple.  So far, the AIs had always presented multiple ways to complete Quests.  There was usually a straightforward, easy way; a less simple but generally obvious way; and a more hidden path that required you to really understand what was happening.  Aranos hoped that his musings about the Tree-heart were on-target, because for the life of him, he couldn’t see another way to defeat the creature.
The undead standing in even ranks before the Library showed absolutely zero signs of surprise or shock when the party came charging around the corner of one of the buildings, their rush aided by Aranos’ Gust of Speed Spell, and smashed into their lines.  They reacted instantly, swarming mindlessly toward the invaders, while a horde of similar creatures rushed out of the side buildings and charged the party’s flanks.  As Saphielle, Hector, and Phil cut a swath of rotting flesh and dripping ichor through the undead, Aranos flitted overhead, out of reach of the lumbering creatures, until he was close enough to reach the door with his High Mastery Ability. 
The metal door was rusted and battered, but it was still metal, and it responded instantly to the touch of his mental fingers.  He wove threads of metal mana between the doors, extruding part of one door and melding it with the other.  In a few seconds, the line of darkness between the doors vanished, and the portal shuddered as a heavy blow struck it from behind.  Aranos tensed but grinned as his workmanship held; he’d effectively welded the doors shut. 
The tanks burst through the lines of undead and immediately spun to open a corridor, allowing the rest of the party to pass through and reforming in a wall of steel that the undead crashed harmlessly against.  With their Defense and armor both boosted by Meridian’s and Aranos’ Spells, the tanks shrugged off the ragged claws of the once-living monsters and felled them quickly.  Aranos and Longfellow added to the carnage with their ranged attacks, while Geltheriel and McBane darted out around the shield wall to inflict heavy damage on the undead foes. 
The door behind them continued to crash and boom, but Aranos took a moment to place his hand on it.  It was old, weak, and rusted, but the core of metal inside was still strong.  Aranos touched that, reinforcing it, shifting the impurities from the corroded mana away from it, burning through SP in the process.  Rust sloughed off the door in a sheet of liquid metal, but the beneath, the portal shone with the silver-white gleam of truesilver.  The booming on the door paused for only a second, but Aranos paid no mind to it; whoever was banging on the door wasn’t getting through an inch of truesilver unless they were a freaking dragon.
He turned his focus back to the fray before him, raising twin walls of radiant fire as a barrier to the undead.  The creatures crashed heedlessly through, scorching their rotted flesh, weakening them so that the others’ attacks would more easily bring them low.  Saphielle’s spear danced and thrust into undead skulls; Phil’s flaming blade stabbed at rushing creatures; Hector’s shining axe chopped brutally into dead flesh.  The undead never wavered, pushing forward constantly, but soon their tide began to ebb.  The press of flesh started showing ragged holes and tears in it, and soon the last of the attackers hurled themselves onto the party’s waiting blades.
The booming on the door had ceased, but Aranos knew that whatever was waiting within was now biding its time.  That confirmed his fears; something with grasp of strategy lay in wait for them.  Had the creatures within been simple, mindless undead, the attack on the door wouldn’t have stopped.  Something had recognized the futility of the assault and called it off.  The party formed up in front of the door, but Aranos waved them back.
“They’re waiting for us in there,” he muttered.  “The moment I unseal the doors, something’s coming through them, either a bunch of undead or a Spell of some kind.”
“Then they will die upon my spear,” Saphielle shrugged.  “Or you will block their Spell.  Unseal it, and we will find out.”
Aranos frowned; that was possible, but it was risky.  “I’ve got another idea,” he said slowly.  “I’ll need a minute to set it up, though.  Can you guys keep an eye out for me?”
“Yeah, but we can’t stay here long, dude,” Phil warned.  “If this is another Spell that’ll take an hour to cast…”
“It’s just a modification of a Spell,” Aranos shook his head.  “If it works, it should only take a few minutes.”
He turned his focus inward; again, he didn’t really need to descend into his mindscape to make the modifications he wanted, even though it might have made things easier.  Crafting a Spell in the mindscape, or through visualization, was simpler, but it was less efficient and limited what he could do.  Instead, he reached down into his core and wove the mana directly into the patterns he wanted.  It was no different than High Enchanting, really, or coding for that matter.  The spell-form was like a living, active rune, one he could shift and nudge as much as he wanted – or, he realized, refine with more subtle patterns, just as he could with his runes.
He shook off that thought and pulled up the pattern he needed: his Energy Barrage.  He fashioned the patterns, but instead of Elemental energies, he wove a thread of spatial mana into the input.  The mana spread throughout the pattern, energizing and empowering it, but he could tell immediately that it wouldn’t work the way he wanted it to.  The spatial mana would explode on contact, but he could see the results in his mind’s eye: the blast would send energy flying harmlessly in every direction but wouldn’t inflict any damage.  It was as if a pair of particles impacted in a supercollider; there would be light, radiation, and energy dissipating into the atmosphere, but it wouldn’t be the blast of kinetic force he wanted.
Sighing, he tried again, this time weaving spatial and air mana together.  That worked better – the spatial mana empowered the concussive blast of air, but it wouldn’t be enough to do what Aranos wanted.  He tried with different mana types, and each time, the spatial mana simply made the primary mana type work better.  Fire burned hotter, over a wider blast area; earth exploded with greater force, flinging shards that were significantly denser than regular earth mana; water mana washed out in a larger wave.  None of those, though, produced the sheer, kinetic force that Aranos was trying for. 
Desperate, he tried light and void mana, as well.  Light mana simply passed through the spatial mana without mingling; the blast of light was a bit brighter, but that was because the burst of spatial mana emitted some light incidentally.  Void mana did bind with the spatial mana, though, and the resulting blast was interesting.  Rather than exploding outward, the blast of void-enhanced spatial mana seemed to draw everything toward it, as if it were a miniature black hole.  It’s as if void and spatial mana create gravity effects, Aranos mused.  That could be useful, but not at the moment.
When he combined life and spatial mana, though, he could feel the potential energy thrumming in the mixture.  The power churned and roiled in his construct, barely contained, and when he envisioned it being released into the atmosphere, it unleashed a massive burst of force like a grenade exploding.  Aranos grinned; this was what he wanted.
Opening his eyes, he saw the others waiting impatiently for him.  It had taken longer than he wanted, but he now had a way to breach the door.  “Okay, we’re going to need to get back,” he told the party.  “At least fifty feet, I think.”  The others looked at him curiously, but he shrugged.  “I’m not sure, but I think that’s safe.”
When the party had fallen back the distance Aranos wanted, he took a deep breath and summoned spatial and life mana to his hand in the patterns of his Energy Barrage.  A sphere of trembling, shuddering energy appeared in his palm, and he willed it outward, sending it hurtling toward the door.  A second globe appeared instantly, and he sent that one following the first, along with a third for good measure.
The blast when the sphere struck the door shocked Aranos, both with its intensity and its volume.  That second part was probably because the truesilver had held against the blast, even though the explosion warped and deformed it.  After all, most of the energy had to have reflected back toward the party.  Aranos’ ears rang, and a flashing red notification probably warned him of a Deafened debuff. 
If that hadn’t been what it said, then it absolutely did after the second blast.  The door tore free of its  hinges on one side and leaned precipitously inward, and the noise of the explosion filled Aranos’ ears with a  ringing sound that muffled all else.  That was probably fortunate, since he meant he couldn’t really hear the third blast that sent the door hurtling inward.
Saphielle shouted something, and most of the party seemed to respond, making Aranos realize that he was the only one who hadn’t covered his ears.  It was dumb, really; he could have fired the blasts from the center of his chest or the tip of his nose, if he’d wanted to, so it’s not like there was a good reason that he didn’t cover his ears.  He simply sighed and followed as the party charged forward, waiting for the debuff to wear off. 
The room they entered was large, but not as massive as Aranos had been expecting.  He’d assumed it would be like the House of Stars Library: a labyrinth of stacks lined with books, the ceiling barely visible overhead.  Instead, it looked like they’d charged into the shattered remnants of an office or receiving area.  The ceiling was low overheard, and what seemed like it should have been a huge space was blocked about thirty feet ahead by a stone wall with four gleaming, metal doors set into it.  A crystal hemisphere jutted out from the exact center of the wall with a glowing orb of white light floating in the middle.  The remainder of the room was a mass of crumbled stone and shattered furniture, and the crumpled, metal doors in the center of the room didn’t help the place’s appearance, much.
As Aranos’ hearing faded back in, he noticed that they weren’t alone in the room.  The far wall was lined with undead of various types, including several towering, pus-dripping vyrkas whose heads scraped the ceiling, a dozen skeletal ravants, and two of the black-armored lanohtars.  That was a shame; Aranos had hoped to take some of the creatures out when the door blasted inward, but obviously the lanohtars had foreseen that danger and had pulled the undead back.  Still, even with the two undead knights, Aranos didn’t think this would be that difficult of a battle…
“That was pretty damn impressive,” a familiar voice spoke, and everyone tensed as Lily stepped out from behind a ruined stone table, slow-clapping in obvious sarcasm.  “No, I mean it.  Once you welded the door shut and somehow turned it into that – whatever that shit is – I figured you’d be coming in hard, but not like that.  I guessed you’d almost unseal the doors, so they still looked shut from in here, then kick them open.  This was much cooler, though.”
Aranos suppressed a grimace; he could have done that, if he’d thought about it.  Upon consideration, it didn’t seem like a great idea – it would have been a great way to rush into a trap, if the enemy had just formed up to the sides of the door – but it still should have occurred to him.  He shook off the thought.  You can’t think of everything, dude.  Just stay focused.
“You don’t have to do this, girl,” Hector spoke up in his rumbling voice.  “You got what you wanted; now let us have what we want.”
“Actually, I do have to, Hector.  I literally, fucking have to.  If I don’t – well, it hurts like hell, let me just say.  Zoridos wants me to stop you from getting in, so here I am, stopping your asses.” 
Aranos’ eyes narrowed.  “So, why aren’t the streets behind us filling up with undead?” he asked suspiciously.  “Why don’t you have a dozen of your summons ready to go?  You’re smarter than this, Lily…or do you prefer Livia?”
The woman’s face registered shock for the first time, and Aranos saw Phil blanch at his words.  Lily recovered quickly.  “Lily’s fine,” she said, recovering her poise.  “Livia’s dead, don’t you know?  Lily lives on, though, forever and ever.  Isn’t that fucking fun?
“And yeah, I’m way the fuck smarter than that, Aranos.  Thing is, while I have to try to stop you – I don’t have to try my hardest.”  She woman smirked.  “You people piss me off, but Zoridos and Morx? They betrayed me, and they’re gonna pay for that shit.  Having you guys run around the city with your fancy, new Advanced Classes will piss that thing off, and if you manage to Redeem this place, the way you did that tower and that spot underground?  That’ll hurt them.  I’m all about hurting them.”
Aranos nodded; Lily had gotten a raw deal, but to be honest, if anyone deserved something like that, it was her.  Still, he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. 
“Still, gotta make this look good, right?” the black-haired woman continued.  “So – AH, FUgghh!”  Her voice trailed off in a gurgle as Geltheriel’s shadowy blade burst out the front of her throat in a spray of ichor.  The blade whipped to the side, nearly tearing the woman’s head from her shoulders and whipping her around to face her attacker.  Geltheriel’s face was a mask of icy hatred as the blade plunged into the Summoner’s heart and twisted.
“Okay, that time – ugh – I forgot about you,” Lily whispered.
“I will never forget you, and I will hunt you endlessly across Ka if need be,” Geltheriel said coldly.  “One day, your death will be the final one.  I will see to this.”
“Not like…” Lily’s rebuttal was silenced as Geltheriel’s sword swept through her shattered neck, sending her head flying from her shoulders.  Black blood flowed from the body, which collapsed to the ground for only a moment before shimmering and fading as the woman was sent for respawn.
As if the Summoner’s death had been a signal, the two lanohtars shouted, and the remaining undead lumbered forward as the party charged to meet them.  The forces met in a clash of steel against steel and metal against bone, but the shield wall that formed held against the press of undead.  Geltheriel appeared from the shadows to carve into one flank, while McBane darted out to strike the opposite.  Longfellow’s fiery bolts punched deep into the slower, more distant vrykas, splattering the ground with rot larvae, which Aranos eliminated with a fiery Ravaging Burst that roared in the enclosed room.
The lanohtars struck the shield wall harder than Aranos had been expecting.  One wielded an ornate, blackened longsword, while the other spun a double-bitted axe like a toy.  Both carried heavy shields, and when they crashed into the tanks’ shield wall, only Saphielle was strong enough to hold.  Phil and Hector were both forced back, opening a gap in the line of defense shielding the more vulnerable players, and Aranos and Longfellow began directing their fire at the armored knights, trying to drive them back. 
Before the creatures could push past the beleaguered tanks, though, Silma appeared behind them, her glowing teeth ripping at the backs of their legs.  The undead faltered for only a second, but it was enough for Phil and Hector to close the gap, pushing the lanohtars back.  Aranos quickly cast a Greater Empowerment on the weaker tanks, pumping their Str by 30 points, and when the fallen Warriors slammed into the line a second time, the tanks held. 
With the shield wall secure, Aranos turned his focus to the larger battle.  He gathered restorative mana and wove his Radiance of Life Spell, and tiny globes of glowing energy appeared around the room.  The undead faltered briefly as the initial Spell drained six points from each of their Physical Stats, and in that moment of weakness, Saphielle drove her spear up under the helmet of one of the lanohtars, punching the blade through its skull and out the back of its head.  The creature shrieked once in agony before Geltheriel appeared behind it, slashing her shadowy blade through its neck and silencing it instantly before vanishing back into the shadows.
The second lanohtar, seeing its compatriot fall, began to fight its way free of the melee.  Before it could get far, McBane jumped over the shield wall, twisting acrobatically in midair, and landed behind it, slamming his twin blades into the undead’s shoulders.  The Rogue jumped back to escape, but his retreat was cut off by a press of undead flesh.  A skeletal fist slammed into his chest, while a pair of rot larvae latched onto his legs, slowly dissolving the flesh there.  McBane fought back desperately, but it was clear that he was heading for respawn as one of the lumbering vyrkas appeared before him, its clenched fists raised high overhead. 
The blow flashed down, but rather than crushing the Rogue’s vulnerable body, it rang as it slammed into Geltheriel’s upraised shield.  “On your feet, Rogue!” the Shadedancer cried as she deflected the blow and answered with quick, darting slashes that opened gaping wounds in the vyrka’s legs and stomach.  “I cannot hold it long!”
McBane rolled beneath the vyrka, coming to his feet behind it and adding his blades to the swarm of metal assaulting the vyrka.  The creature turned clumsily to face the attack, but as it did, Geltheriel drove her sword into the creature’s spine, ripping it free in a shower of gore and foul liquid.  The vyrka fell heavily to the floor, and McBane brought both of his blades around in a spinning whirlwind that bit deeply into the back of the beast’s neck, allowing Geltheriel to sever its head with a single blow.  The pair split up as the vyrka dropped, each darting a different direction before the mass of undead could swarm them.
Aranos sensed all this with his Battlesense Skill but didn’t watch the conflict; his attention was focused on the wounded lanohtar.  He hit it with a pair of Restorative Bolts, dropping its Physical Stats by nearly 50 points, then punched through its blackened helmet with a spirit-enhanced Piercing Bullet.  The creature staggered and dropped to its knees, falling still as Saphielle’s spear leaped forth and punctured the eye-slit in its helmet, crunching into its brain. 
With the lanohtars down, finishing off the remaining undead was just a matter of patience and time for the party.  Between the weakening effect of the Radiance of Life draining a point from each of the undead’s Physical Stats every five seconds or so and the withering attacks from McBane, Silma, and Geltheriel, the creatures had no real chance of defeating the party.  In fact, Aranos realized, Lily had basically thrown this fight simply by not going into it protected, with her summons ready.  Zoridos had likely hinged the entire battle on Lily’s newfound power, and the Summoner had gotten around that by simply delaying the start of the battle long enough for the party to kill her quickly. 
Aranos wasn’t certain, but he had a feeling the Summoner would be paying for that later, and that Zoridos’ commands to her would be far more specific in the future.
When the last of the undead was slain, its skull cleaved in half by Hector’s axe, Aranos looked at Saphielle.  “Think you can lift that thing and put it back where it was?” he asked, pointing to the crumpled door.
“In all likelihood,” she nodded, depositing her spear into her inventory.  “It will be more certain were you to increase my Strength as you did the others earlier.”
Aranos almost slapped himself as he quickly cast a Greater Empowerment on the woman.  Her Str score was already fairly high – Aranos didn’t know for sure, but he thought it was probably over 100 – so the Spell didn’t give her the boost it had for Phil and Hector.  Still, it appeared to be enough, as the woman walked over to the crumpled doors and began dragging them easily back to the gaping doorway that exited back into the city.
“Don’t know that I see the point,” Longfellow observed.  “Those things aren’t going to fit after you kicked them in, are they?”
“If one considers the fact that the Liberator turned a fairly large set of rusted, iron doors into truesilver in less than a minute,” Rhys chuckled, “then surely it takes no great imagination to believe he can restore those doors as easily.”
“Yeah, didn’t think of that,” Longfellow admitted.  “I assumed he’d just knocked the rust off, and that’s what was beneath.  Forget I said anything, right?”
“I’m sorry, were you talking?” Meridian asked in a baffled voice.  “I couldn’t hear you over the sound of the Druid doing your thinking for you.”
Aranos ignored the byplay as Saphielle hefted the doors, slowly raising them until they stood more or less upright.  “They will not remain this way without assistance, Aranos,” the woman informed him, her voice only betraying a hint of strain.  “They will fall if I release them.”
“Yeah, I’m on it,” Aranos nodded, quickly casting Forge Mana and building an invisible scaffolding around the doors, holding them securely.  “You can let go, now.”  Saphielle released the massive doors with an audible sigh of relief; even with his boost, that had apparently been at the high end of what her Strength would allow her to do. 
Aranos touched the doors with his High Mastery Ability, sensing the lines of stress and flaws in the crystalline lattice that his Energy Barrage had inflicted on the metal.  Simply bending the doors back into shape was possible, but it would require force similar to what he’d applied to them, and the resulting structure would be vastly weakened.  Instead, he began disconnecting the weakened and damaged bonds, moving through the lattice with his mind and changing it from the ordered structure of truesilver into something softer, more fluid.  The doors sagged and drooped within the mana scaffold he’d created, and he grabbed the invisible molds with his will, forcing them together. 
Metal groaned as the softened doors yielded to the pressure of his will, flattening and returning to their original shape.  On a whim, Aranos shifted the mana molds he’d created, and the images of the party members began to emerge from the metal.  He kept the pressure up until the doors were flattened, then raced through the structure again, returning the lattice to the hardened order of truesilver. 
Inspiration hit Aranos, and he delved into the dross of rust and iron at the base of the door, pulling the remaining metal mana from it and guiding it up along the door’s face in a carefully chosen pattern.  He shifted and worked the lattice cautiously and meticulously before allowing it to harden into a gleaming outer layer on the exterior surface.  He took a deep breath and shifted some of his SP into spirit mana, sending the newly formed energy coursing into that outer layer.  The matrix he’d created held more mana than he’d anticipated, and he had to shift more SP into spirit mana to fill it, but when he finished, the patterns held.  The outer layer of the door was now a sheet of Faysmithed metal that would resist magic.  Combined with the natural resistance that faymetal had to mana, the door should withstand any attack that was less powerful than the one Zoridos had used to wipe the party.  And, if the lich-king used an attack that powerful just to get through the door, Aranos hoped that would weaken it significantly enough that the party stood a fair chance of defeating it.
With the door sealed, Aranos turned back to the party, who had spread out and were searching the room.  “Anything interesting?”
“Not really,” Phil shrugged.  “The doors are sealed tight, there’s nothing remotely valuable in the room, and no one is dumb enough to touch that glowing dome in the middle of the wall.”  The Spellsword grinned.  “We were waiting for you to do it.”
Aranos sighed and walked over to the wall, reaching out with his Sense Mana Skill.  The doors were magically sealed, as he’d assumed, but he was pretty sure he could unseal them if he had to.  He was also reasonably certain there would be a ward on the doors to punish anyone attempting that – if not, surely Zoridos would have unsealed these doors long ago – and that there had to be another way through them.  That left only the glowing, crystal dome, which he tentatively touched with his Skill.
The dome overflowed with mana of every type Aranos recognized – and a few types that he didn’t but that resembled blends of Enhanced and Primary mana.  Without thinking, he reached out with a mana tendril, trying to gain a sense of those mana types, but the moment his probe touched it, the glowing sphere contracted, forming a hardened shell of mana that felt seamless and impenetrable to his probing.
The light in the globe shifted from white to a deep, bloody crimson, and Aranos stepped back, bringing up a defensive shield and shouting out a warning. 
“Dude, what did you do?” Phil said nervously, hefting his shield.
“He has once more disturbed what should not be, of course,” Geltheriel sighed.  “And somehow, it will turn out for the best, and he will thus learn nothing from it.”
Aranos opened his mouth to protest, but he froze as a face swirled into view on the sphere.  The face was decidedly elven, with arched eyes that had pronounced folds, high cheekbones, and a long, narrow chin.  Its eyes flashed a gleaming orange, and its expression was set in an angry scowl. 
“I have told you, qualintar,” the face spoke, its voice hard and cold.  “Whatever has become of the city, we of the Parmassae will ever hold this place against you.  Your dominion of the Tree-heart…”  The face broke off and stared curiously at Aranos.  “And yet, the qualintar stands not before us, brothers.  It is one of the higher races, and a lord among them.  Have the arcanes returned at last to our beleaguered world?”
“What is it saying?” Phil asked nervously.  Aranos glanced curiously at the Spellsword before he realized that the face had been speaking in Elvish.  It had a strange accent, and some of its words didn’t translate in Aranos’ mind, but most of it had been clear.
“It thought we were someone else at first, and then it questioned Aranos’ identity,” Saphielle said tersely.  “It awaits an answer, one that I highly suggest he provide quickly.” 
Oh, yeah, it asked me a question.  “Umm, no, the arcanes haven’t returned, sorry,” he told the face.  “I was an elf – an aleen, to be exact – who Evolved into an arcane.”
“I sense no falsity in your words,” the face spoke slowly.  “Yet, that is indeed a fortunate Evolution.  It was that great race that first brought the secrets of magic to Ka, teaching it to all races that would learn.  Their mastery of this art is unparalleled, and gaining the power to weave Spells as they do, with thought and will alone, is an amazing gift.”
Aranos was stunned.  “I – I didn’t know all that,” he admitted.  “I’d like to learn more, though.  We’re trying to get into the Library and the Vault below.  Can you tell us how to enter?”
“You cannot enter,” the face said flatly.  “As Antas fell, we of the Parmassae gave our lives willingly to this place to hold its secrets against the qualintar and its underlings. We will not set aside that duty for any, arcane.”
“The qualintar – do you mean Zoridos?” Aranos asked.  “We’re not his servants.  We just killed a bunch of his servants to get to this place.”
“You cannot kill what is already dead,” the face replied.  “And while I do not sense deception in your words, I cannot ignore the possibility that you are highly skilled in deceit and are able to fool my abilities.  No, if you wish to pass, you must bring me proof that you stand against the qualintar and its minions.”
“Proof,” Aranos muttered, thinking quickly.  “What would you consider proof?”
“What if Aranos were to Redeem this place?” Saphielle spoke up.  “If he were to drive out the Corruption and banish the necrotic energy from here, would that not stand as proof of his opposition to the one you call qualintar?”
“Perhaps,” the face said slowly.  “If you could accomplish this, arcane, we would consider your request for entry.  I can promise you no more.”
“I guess that’ll have to do,” Aranos sighed.  He glanced at his Status; while they’d spoken, his SP had regenerated fully, so he could cast the Spell without exhausting himself, at least.  He closed his eyes and summoned an image of the Library, imagining it as it must have been once.  The exterior shone brilliantly, sheathed in the same white stone they’d seen below the city.  The bare earth surrounding the building was filled with greenery and low trees.  Inside, the air was clean and fresh, the stone smooth and polished.
Once he had the image firmly in his mind, Aranos poured his need into it, demanding that the image become reality.  He required this Library be whole once more; it would be so because he willed it.  Power ignited within his core, and as energy swirled into his center, he grasped it firmly, channeling it through the river of mana he’d made.  Energy rose from the depths below that river, golden fire that surged up the hollow in the center, gathering every other energy type into itself and erupting from him to bathe everything in its radiance. 
Energy streamed from his feet into the floor; it surged out his hands to strike the walls; it burned from his face and filled the air about him.  This time, though, he controlled that flow, not allowing it to ravage his body but guiding it through the channels he’d worked so diligently to build and maintain.  The power moved more slowly this way, but rather than scorching its way out of him, it flowed smoothly and evenly.
He could feel the Spell racing through the stone floor, searing away centuries of dust, grime, and filth.  It burned away the rotting undead corpses and flowed into the shattered pillars and tables of stone, restoring them to their original states.  It churned along the walls, seeping through the cracks and filling in ancient fissures.  It poured through the air, descending into the depths and rising into the stones above.  It drove back the vile, green necrotic mana filling the air and seared the Corruption from the stones, leaving them pure and untarnished.  The mental shriek of rage Aranos heard this time was louder, more insistent, and far more enraged; by retaking this Library, he hadn’t just struck at the Darkness.  He’d hurt it.  Get used to it, he thought grimly, flinging the thought at the distant sense of malevolence.  It won’t be the last time.
Aranos kept pouring his SP into the Spell, knowing that he was massively overpowering it.  Not only was he dumping his Primary mana into the spell-form, he was supercharging it with his Enhanced mana.  Thanks to his new understanding, though, boosting the Spell was a simple enough task, and he had a feeling that the extra power would also give him greater, more potent effects.  Energy raged through him in a carefully controlled torrent, but as the flows began to slow, he carefully tapered the power off, easing it into a trickle before cutting the energy off entirely. 
He took a deep breath and opened his eyes.  The room gleamed a pristine white, the stones smooth and polished, without a flaw or blemish.  Stone tables were scattered about, and the room was interspersed with fluted columns that rose gracefully to support the alabaster ceiling.  The doors and crystal dome were untouched, as was the door leading out into Antas, but that had been deliberate; Aranos hadn’t wanted the doorkeeper – whatever it was – to think that he was trying to breach the doorway or escape.  If the Parmassae, as the doorkeeper called them, were powerful enough to keep holding Zoridos out for centuries, then Aranos definitely didn’t want to piss them off.
Fatigue swept through his body, but it wasn’t as bad as he’d been expecting; even better, his SP and LP loss were both a little less than they should have been.  Both stood at 25% instead of 10%; he wondered if that was because he’d more carefully controlled the mana flows, because he’d cut the power off rather than exhausting himself, or a combination of both?  It didn’t matter; while he was still low on energy and had a Fatigued 2 debuff, it was far better than bottoming out and being Exhausted.
He walked wearily over to the dome; the sphere had changed color once more, this time fading to a cool, deep blue that felt a lot less threatening than the angry red had.  “Will that do?” he asked tiredly.  “Are you convinced?”
“We are convinced that you are opposed to the qualintar,” the face replied slowly.  “Yet, we cannot allow simply anyone to enter, arcane.  You must understand, in life we dedicated our lives to preserving and maintaining the works stored below.  Only those with the proper standing or clearances could enter.  We gave ourselves to continue this duty in death, and we cannot hurl it aside, no matter how noble your intentions.”
Aranos’ eyes flashed in anger, but he put it aside and took a deep, calming breath.  He could attempt to force his way in – Zoridos hadn’t been able to, but power wasn’t always the same thing as ability – but he had a feeling that if he did, they’d be fighting their way past wards, Spells, and attacks with every step.  He wouldn’t have wanted to assault the House of Stars, with its defenses, and he figured this place was probably even more protected…
Aranos groaned as he recalled the House of Stars, and the entire reason he had joined the House in the first place.  He raised his left arm, willing the tattoo of green stars to appear on the back of his hand.  “What about an Expert in the House of Stars?” he asked, fighting down a grin.  One of the benefits to being a member of that House was that no library or center of learning in elven lands was closed to you.  While this wasn’t elven lands anymore, he hoped the Parmassae wouldn’t be in the mood to quibble.  “Can one of those get in?”
The face’s eyes widened.  “Greetings, Expert,” the face replied deferentially, its face bowing as if lowering its head.  “As always, we of the Parmassae stand ready to serve the House of Stars.  Please, enter, and be welcome among us.”
The crystal dome glowed and shimmered, and a small hole appeared in the center, piercing the dome and the floating face in the middle of it.  The hole began to slowly rotate, growing wider with every revolution, until the crystal had become a thin circle lining the 8’ wide hole.  The tunnel beyond was made of the same crystal and glowed with a welcoming, golden light that beckoned to the party.  Aranos peered inside and got his first glimpse of the Library of Antas.




Chapter 17

The tunnel stretched about 10’ into what Aranos now realized was solid stone, of a type he couldn’t identify.  It was lined with the same type of crystal that had comprised the dome; in fact, Aranos realized, it was the crystal from the dome, spread out in a layer along the tunnel.  Beyond was a wide space that was lit with a gentle light.  Aranos could see tables and chairs scattered throughout that room, the wood showing cracks and hazing but still looking polished and maintained.  Someone had to have been taking care of them, Aranos thought, if they’re still here after five centuries and haven’t turned to sawdust.
“Please, enter,” the voice that had been in the dome spoke, now seeming to echo from around the room.  “We of the Parmassae will see to your needs.”
“And the rest of my party?” Aranos asked cautiously.  “Can they enter, too?”
“If they are with you, they may,” the voice replied.  “Please note that by inviting them, you accept responsibility for their conduct within this Library.  Should their behavior merit banishment from our halls, you will be exiled, as well.”
“Hear that, everybody?” Aranos called to the party. 
“We heard it, but I don’t have a clue what the bloody thing’s saying,” Longfellow muttered.
“One wonders if this Library contains a tome of instruction in the Elven language,” Rhys said mildly.  “It might be simpler than constantly translating.”
“The doorkeeper said that by inviting us within, my Oathbinder also vouches for our conduct,” Geltheriel explained.  She turned and spoke to the ceiling in Elven.  “Forgive me, but many of our number are human and do not speak this tongue.  Are you able to converse in Human, instead?”
“I am capable of speaking seventeen languages, Shadedancer,” the voice replied drily in Human.  “This is one of the simplest of them.”  Perhaps seeing the startled look on Geltheriel’s face, the voice continued.  “We of the Parmassae have studied much; indeed, that is all that we do.  What you are is obvious to one who knows what to look for.”
“Before we go inside and promise to be good,” Meridian spoke up, “it’d be nice to know what ‘good’ is.  What are the rules of this place, so we don’t break one accidentally?”
“A wise question, Shaman,” the voice said approvingly.  “The rules are simple.  All works are to be treated with the utmost respect.  Accidental damage to such a work will result in your expulsion from the Library; deliberately damaging or defacing one will bring swift and severe retribution. 
“All works are to remain in the Library unless special permission is granted.  This permission is rarely given, however.
“Finally, all visitors must remain in the Great Hall, unless they are escorted by one of the Parmassae.  If you seek a specific work or have an area of research you wish to pursue, we will bring the desired works to you.”
“Seems simple enough,” McBane smiled.  “Be nice to the books, don’t wander, and ask if you need help, right?”
“That is a concise summation,” the voice agreed.
Aranos glanced at the others, giving them a questioning look.  He saw a couple of nervous faces, but no one seemed unwilling, so he took a breath and stepped cautiously into the tunnel.  To his surprise, the glossy, crystalline floor wasn’t remotely slick or slippery, and he had no trouble keeping his footing on it.  His footsteps made no sound whatsoever as he walked, and he was struck by the fact that the corridor and room beyond were utterly silent.  Even in the tunnel below the city, there had been some sounds – the whisper of air circulating through the passages, the clatter of dislodged stones, and the scratching and groaning of distant, unseen undead – but this place was absolutely quiet.  He couldn’t even hear the sounds of his party behind him, and he had to glance over his shoulder to assure himself that they were still there.
As he exited the tunnel, he glanced around the large room.  It was bigger than it should have been, considering the size of the building it was contained within, and it had high, vaulted ceilings with glowing, crystal spheres hanging from it to light the room in a clear but not overly bright radiance.  Doors lined the sides, and several crystal domes like the one they’d entered through pierced the walls. 
“Where are we, really?” Aranos asked aloud, his voice curiously muffled. 
A dimly glowing, humanoid shape formed before him.  “I would commend you for your perceptiveness, Expert, but I am aware that the House of Stars employs a similar technique for entering its halls.  You are still within Antas, but some distance below the city.”
“So, what were the other doors upstairs?”
“They once led to the offices and living quarters of the Parmassae, those who maintain and care for the Library.  Now, they lead to empty rooms and silent passages, as none have dwelt above for centuries.”
Aranos looked around and saw that the other members of the party had joined him in the room, and that each of them except Silma had a glowing figure standing beside them.  Occasionally, their mouths moved, but no sound reached the Sorcerer.  Silma sat glaring at the others suspiciously and gazed at Aranos almost accusingly.
It’s too quiet in here, pack leader, he heard the thought in his mind.  I’d rather be out among the undead.
Aranos snorted and looked at the glowing humanoid.  “Some sort of silence Spell?” he asked.
“Indeed.  Those who come within these halls desire quiet and solitude to study.  The Enchantment is lifted when you make contact with another or when you are seated at the same table together.” 
Aranos nodded; that was a useful Enchantment.  He wondered if he could study it – or if the Library had runes and Enchantments he could peruse.  “By the way, my name’s Aranos,” he offered.  “Lord Evenshade, I guess.”
“Welcome, then, Lord Evenshade, Expert of the House of Stars.”  The figure bowed.  “In life, I was Clanire of House Quital.  Now, you may address me as Parmassae.  How can I assist you?”
Aranos glanced at Silma.  “My Companion there isn’t too comfortable in the Library, and we have another party member still out in the city.  If she leaves, can she return on her own?”
“You would need to exit the Library and bring her inside, I am afraid,” the Parmassae said with a tinge of regret.  “However, the exit portals can be made to lead almost anywhere within the city, save those places barred by magic.  If you know of your stray companion’s location, we can bring you close to them, so you may gather them without undue difficulty.”
“That’s useful,” Aranos muttered.  “I’d like to know how you do that.”
“I can bring you information on the Library’s Enchantments, if you wish.  It will not include an overview of our defenses, of course, but I believe we have blueprints detailing how our portals were fashioned.  That information is not considered vital.”
“I might take you up on that,” Aranos smiled.  “However, I’m here for something very specific, first.  I need to read the Library’s works by Namestria, specifically her writings on the Arcane Doors.  Can you bring those to me?”
The spirit was silent for several moments.  “I cannot do that, Lord Evenshade, to my great regret.  Those works are stored within our Vault and are prohibited for any to view.  Only the Vaultkeeper can grant you access.”
“Okay, can I talk to the Vaultkeeper, then?” Aranos persisted.  “Maybe they’ll allow me to go inside if I ask nicely.”
The librarian was silent for several moments more, and Aranos got a sense that it wasn’t thinking; it was communicating with someone or something else.  Somehow, he suspected, all of these Parmassae could speak telepathically to each other.  He was glad for an instant that he hadn’t tried to break in; fighting against magical spirits that could instantly communicate would have been extremely difficult, if not impossible.  You know, he realized silently, now that I’ve got mind mana, I could probably create a Spell that lets us talk like this, too.  All I’d have to do is…




“It is permitted,” the Parmassae said at last, breaking into Aranos’ wandering train of thought.  “You may follow me, and I will guide you.”
“Okay, let me just tell my party what I’m doing.”  He walked over to Geltheriel and touched the Shadedancer’s arm, breaking the Spell of silence between them.  “I’m going to see about getting permission to enter the Vault,” he told her with a smile.  “Will you make sure the Travelers don’t get into too much trouble?”
“You ask a great deal, Oathbinder, but I will do as I can,” she replied, her face twisting wryly.  “I wish you great luck.”
Aranos nodded and walked back to the Parmassae.  “I’m ready.”
“Follow me closely, Lord Evenshade,” the spirit warned.  “Do not wander, or you may be considered a trespasser.  Just as the House of Stars is unfriendly to those not of its ilk who wander its halls, the Library has layers of defenses that may take umbrage should you be found without a guide.”
“I’ll stay close,” Aranos promised.  The Parmassae bowed and floated off toward one of the crystal domes bulging from the walls.  Just as the previous one had, the dome swirled slowly open, revealing a crystal-lined tunnel that the spirit led Aranos down.  As the dome swirled shut behind him, Aranos felt a surge of suspicion – was he trapped in here, now? – but he tamped it down.  It wouldn’t make sense for the creatures to let he and his party enter the Library just to trap them there, after all.  At least, it wouldn’t make very much sense.
The passage was smooth, well maintained, and lit by small, glowing gems set at regular intervals in the ceiling overhead.  The spirit floated ahead of Aranos, keeping a consistent distance between the pair no matter how fast the Sorcerer walked.  Even when Aranos activated his Aura of Movement and boosted his speed by 100%, the Parmassae seemed to have no trouble staying just a few feet ahead of him.  Aranos wondered why the librarian had warned to stay close, if it could basically stick to him the whole time, until he realized that these creatures probably had no idea what he was capable of.  For all they knew, he could teleport around freely or walk through walls; dealing with a magic-user made everything a bit more uncertain.
Closed doorways lined the walls of the passages, and Aranos could sense the wards hanging on each of them.  “Each door leads to a part of our collection,” the Parmassae explained when Aranos expressed curiosity about the sealed portals.  “The collections are organized by the type of work, subject matter, and level of expertise required to make use of them.  Behind this door, for example, are books on principles of Engineering and Architecture that are appropriate for Novices or Students.  The door across from it contains similar works for Adepts and Experts, while one behind us has tomes designed only for Masters and Grandmasters.”
“How can you tell?” Aranos asked a bit wonderingly.  “Have each of you memorized every room of this Library?  If they’re all that specific, there must be thousands of them!”
“While we of the Parmassae are skilled in learning, we are not that skilled.  Each door has a symbol etched magically into it that appears only to the Parmassae.  The symbol tells us the door’s contents, media type, and Skill level at a glance.”
As they walked, Aranos began shifting through his various types of Mana Sight, trying to make out the symbol etched in the door, but it didn’t appear in any of them.  Aranos guessed that meant that either the symbols were warded specifically against this kind of Ability – which was certainly possible – or were made of a mana type he hadn’t mastered, yet.  While he had unlocked the basic forms of Enhanced mana, he knew that there had to be aspects that were mixtures of different Enhanced types or, like restorative and necrotic mana, blends of Enhanced and Primary mana aspects.  For one thing, he’d learned in his journey into his core that each Enhanced mana type would blend with two others; he was pretty sure those mixtures would constitute a unique aspect of their own.  For another, if he’d unlocked every form of Enhanced mana, his Quest would have registered as completed.
They passed through three more of the crystal bubbles on their journey, and Aranos kept his Sense Mana Skill active on each as they went through it.  The domes were filled with multiple types of mana, but the most prevalent were mind and spatial.  Each time the pair would approach one, the mind mana would flare, no doubt checking to see if whoever neared it had permission to move forward.  Once they entered the tunnel, there would be a pulse of mana that was mostly spatial, albeit significant amounts of soul and elemental mana in addition. 
Aranos was pretty sure that the spatial mana burst was moving the pair elsewhere in the tunnels below the Library, which meant that the mind mana surge as they approached might also be checking with the Parmassae for a destination for their travel.  If that was the case, then Aranos was beginning to understand a bit how the Library was set up. 
It looked to him like there were probably dozens or even hundreds of these passages carved in the rock, each bounded at both ends with a crystal plug.  The Parmassae navigated by passing through the crystal bubbles, which allowed them to pass from one corridor to the next.  While Aranos supposed that it was possible that every crystal connected to every other crystal, the convoluted path they were taking suggested otherwise.  It was more likely that each crystal dome linked only to a limited number of other passages, so to make your way through the Library, you had to know which passages were linked and plot a route that would take you through the minimum number of corridors.  Either every Parmassae had that knowledge memorized, or some Ability of the spirits allowed them to know the route without needing to memorize it.  To anyone else, even if they could somehow activate the crystal domes, they would have to mark the corridors somehow and use trial-and-error to map out where each path led.  It could take years for an intruder to find exactly what they wanted.
As they passed through a final crystal bubble, Aranos felt a sudden pressure pushing at his mind, as if something were trying to invade his thoughts.  He instinctively tensed against the intrusion, gritting his teeth and pushing away the intense force.  He glanced around, seeking the source of the attack, but the room they had entered was mostly featureless.  It was wider than the previous passages and had a high ceiling that was inset with myriad, glowing gems that bathed the room in a bright glow.  The walls and ceiling were otherwise featureless; the entire room was dominated by the massive bulge of crystal erupting from the wall opposite where Aranos had entered.
That crystal radiated power and seemed to be the source of the mental intrusion.  It was huge, 15’ in diameter, and a brilliant, prismatic orb of light swirled madly in its center.  As Aranos stared, the orb slowed, stabilized, and resolved itself into a massive face that was clearly not elven.  Its cheekbones were deep and prominent, and its eyes were large and round, glowing silver in the midst of the prismatic swirl of its face.  Its chin was square and broad, with backward-pointing barbs jutting along its jawline.  What Aranos found the most interesting, though, was that the face’s skin resembled extremely fine scales, so tiny that if it hadn’t been for his recently enhanced Perception, the Sorcerer wouldn’t have seen them.
“A high arcane?” the voice spoke loudly, causing Aranos to wince as the sound rang in his ears.  “My apologies, arcane,” the voice continued in a lower volume.  “I haven’t spoken aloud in some years – 562 years, to be precise – and I’m afraid I’ve lost the knack for it.”  The voice was smooth, deep, and urbane, its words highly polished and spoken precisely. 
“The Parmassae have told me that you wished to speak with me,” the face continued.  “I admit, I mostly agreed because speaking with anyone relieves some of the tedium of guarding this place for all eternity.   Now, however, I am intrigued.  How did you resist my mental probes?  Is this an as-yet-unknown quality of your race?  I would love to learn something new.”
“I’m assuming that makes you the Vaultkeeper,” Aranos bowed slightly to the massive apparition before him.  “I’m Aranos, Lord Evenshade.  Before you ask, I’m not really a high arcane; I was an aleen that Evolved into a high arcane.  And I have a Skill that grants me really high resistance to mental attacks and pain.”
“Fascinating,” the voice replied curiously.  “I was unaware that one of the Faytouched could Evolve into a pure Fay, at all, much less an advanced species.  Do you mind telling me how you did it?”
“I’d be happy to,” Aranos smiled.  “Do you have a name, or should I just call you Vaultkeeper?”
“Vaultkeeper will suffice.  I had a different name once, of course, but I willingly gave it up to become the custodian and guardian of this Vault and the secrets within.  Secrets that, I understand, you’re interested in seeing, yes?”
“I’m looking for the works of Namestria, specifically her studies of the Arcane Doors.  I’m hoping to use her research to figure out how to restore the Doors to their proper function.”
“Yes, those writings are contained in the Vault.  However, I’m afraid I can’t let you in to see them at the moment.”
Aranos sighed.  “Does my being an Expert in the House of Stars matter at all in that decision?  Is there anything I can do to change your mind?  My Avowed Follower is on a Cleansing Quest, and we need those works to move the Quest forward.”
“Generally, only a Master in the House of Stars has access to the Vault.  However, in this case, it doesn’t matter if you’re a Grandmaster, or even Annalee Keytheyra – the Founder of the House of Stars, if you didn’t know that.  I still can’t let you in.”
Aranos’s eyes narrowed, but he paused and considered the Vaultkeeper’s words.  “Wait, you said that you can’t let me in, not that you won’t let me in.  Was that deliberate?”
“Very good,” the Vaultkeeper said approvingly.  “You have seen the crux of the problem.  It is not whether or not I wish to allow you entrance – I currently don’t have the ability.”
“Of course, you don’t,” Aranos sighed, leaning back against the wall tiredly.  “Because that would be too simple, right?”
“I can’t speak to the simplicity of your situation, I’m afraid,” the Vaultkeeper chuckled.  “However, I will wager that it is vastly preferable to mine.  Would you like me to explain?”
“Please,” Aranos nodded.
“I suppose a more specific introduction is in order for you to understand what is happening, here.  As I said, I once had another name, but I also had another existence, one that was far removed from this world.  I am one of the Larandar; have you heard of this race before?”  When Aranos shook his head, the Vaultkeeper sighed.
“Then it is as I feared; my race is likely lost to this world.  Just as the arcanes – the true ones, not Evolved aleens – originated in the Realm of Faerie, the Larandar come from a distant Realm, one where magic as you know it does not exist.  Instead, our world runs on the power of the mind; we are able to affect reality directly with our thoughts.”
The face shook its head.  “That’s not really important except to say that members of my species tend to be very intelligent and have fantastic memories – as well as being all but immune to any form of mental manipulation.  Those qualities encouraged the builders of this Library to summon me and ask me to become the warden of this Vault, and here I am.
“However, the vault is magical, and as I said, I have no access to what you consider magic.  That meant the Vault needed a separate power source, one whose flows I could control mentally and one that would be nearly inexhaustible.”
Aranos’ eyes widened as the Vaultkeeper’s words sank into him.  “The Tree-heart,” he murmured.  “The Vault is linked to the Tree-heart.”
“I must say, I’m enjoying this conversation more than I expected.  Yes, your conjecture is correct: the Vault’s seals are powered by the Tree-heart.  Or, more specifically, they were powered by the Tree-heart, since I long ago cut the connection between the Corrupted Heart and the Vault.”
“I wonder if that’s why Zoridos Corrupted the Tree-heart instead of draining it, the way the rabisu had in Haerobel,” Aranos mused aloud.  “Maybe it was hoping that if the Tree-heart was Corrupted, you would be, too, and you’d willingly open the Vault for it.”
“I came to the same conclusion a few centuries back,” the Vaultkeeper agreed.  “That’s why I cut the connection.  While I don’t technically know that Zoridos shouldn’t have access to the Vault – after all, we’ve never formally met – I strongly suspect that to be true.”
“I think you’re probably right,” Aranos said feelingly.  “Wait, if the Vault is cut off from the Tree-heart, how is the Library still powered?  How are all the wards intact?”
“Ah, those draw from mana crystals buried around the Library.  They pull mana from the world itself and funnel that energy into the wards.  The Parmassae are also linked to the wards and provide more advanced mana types that the crystals are unable to produce.
“I do have a small store of power left,” the Vaultkeeper finished.  “Enough to open the Vault once more.  However, that’s it; if you go in, you don’t come back out.  It’s a one-way trip.”
The Vaultkeeper looked at Aranos with a grin, revealing sharp, canine teeth.  “Do you understand what I’m telling you?”
“Yeah,” Aranos said heavily.  “If I want to get into the Vault, I have to get rid of Zoridos.”  As he spoke, a notification appeared in his vision, and he quickly glanced at it:
Cleansing Quest Updated: A Door Between Realms
Quest Objective: Discover the secrets of the Arcane Doors and restore them to full functionality.
Difficulty: S
Reward: +50,000 XP, New Title, Cleansed of all accumulated CP, ???
Failure Conditions: Fail to complete any objective within the time limit, Geltheriel dies
First Objective: Liberate the Library of Antas
Objective: Gain access to the Vault of the Library of Antas and discover Namestria’s works within.
Objective: Restore enough power to the Tree-heart of Antas to allow access to the Vault.
Difficulty: A
Reward: +15,000 XP, Class-related Item set, ???
Failure Conditions: Fail to access the Vault within 30 days, Geltheriel dies
Failure Penalty: -15,000 XP
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“That’s interesting,” Aranos said as he read the Quest.  “It just says I have to power the Tree-heart enough to allow you to access the Vault.”
“I honestly don’t care about Zoridos,” the Vaultkeeper said unapologetically.  “It can’t get into the Library, and if it did, I would just let it into the Vault.  It would be pretty surprised when it couldn’t get out.”
“It could destroy everything in there trying to escape, though,” Aranos pointed out.
“That’s not very likely.  The inside of the Vault is warded against all types of mana.  Magic is impossible inside there, period.  Without mana to sustain it, I’d imagine Zoridos would die rather quickly.”  The face looked piercingly at Aranos.  “And before you ask, no, I won’t allow you to lure Zoridos here and trap it in the Vault.  I mean, it would die quickly, yes, but even without magic, it might do some damage before it expired.  I’m not really interested in taking that risk unless I have to.”
Aranos grimaced; he had considered that as an option.  “It’s fine,” he shrugged.  “I’ll figure it out.  Thanks for the chat, but I need to head back to my party and tell them what’s going on.”
“It was my pleasure.  Please, come back sometime and explain how you managed to Evolve into such an advanced form.  I’m rather interested in that story.”
The trip back to the main room felt nearly identical to the trip down to the Vault.  Aranos followed the Parmassae silently, his mind lost in thought.  He had an idea of what they could do, but it was risky, and the biggest hurdle that he could see was Lily.  Depending on how good a gamer the woman was, she might figure out his plan and neutralize it.  That meant that he needed a separate plan to deal with Lily, and he had an idea of how to make that happen.
“I need to talk to my friends for a moment,” Aranos told the Parmassae.  “After that, can I ask you some questions?”
“I will answer to the best of my ability, Lord Evenshade,” the spirit bowed.  “Know, though, that we of the Parmassae do have limits to what information we can readily provide.  We are here to assist others in their searches for knowledge, not to instruct them in our own interpretations of what we have learned.”
“That should be fine,” Aranos nodded, turning away from the librarian and heading over to Hector.  When he drew near, he touched the man on the arm.  Instantly, the Warrior’s voice came to his ears.  “…sort of magically resistant Warrior Class,” he was saying.  “Something that specializes in fighting Wizards and the like.”  At Aranos’ touch, he jumped slightly and turned quickly to look at the Sorcerer, relaxing when he saw who it was.
“I already told Martina where we are,” the bearded man assured Aranos.  “She’ll tell me when she’s close, then you can let her in, right?”
“Yeah, but I’d have to unseal to door to do that, and I think that might be a bad idea.  I mean, I don’t think Zoridos is going to take us Redeeming this place lying down, do you?  I’d be shocked if there wasn’t a horde of undead outside the door, waiting for us already.”
“Yeah, that seems likely,” Hector sighed, scratching his beard.  “We trapped here, then?”
“The Parmassae – I guess they’re basically librarians, and that’s easier to say – they say that they can shift the exit portal to just about any place in the city.  It might be smarter to have Martina go back to our spot in the escape tunnel and pick her up from there.”  He glanced at Silma, whose silent grumbling came readily to his ears.  “Besides, Silma’s getting anxious.  The quiet here bothers her.  I’m planning on letting her roam around for a bit and scout out the area.  It’ll make her feel better.”
“I kinda like it, myself.  It’s peaceful.”  The Warrior looked around with a smile.  “The librarian, here, tells me that they’ve got an entire section devoted to Advanced Classes.  I’ll bet that’s where all of these spirit-things have been going.  Everybody wants to get an Advanced Class, and they all want a good one.”
“I don’t blame them,” Aranos laughed.  “Can you pass that message on to Martina?  Let me know when she’s ready to come here, and I’ll go pick her up.”
“Wilco,” the man grinned.  “Now, back to my Class.  What kind of choices do I have?”
“Based on your status, I have chosen four Classes that might suit you,” the spirit replied.  “Please examine them at your leisure.”
“Will I be able to get the Class just from reading about it?” Hector asked curiously.
“Once you have studied the Class sufficiently to understand it, it will appear as one of the offerings the gods grant you for an Advanced Class.”
“You might want to focus on Classes that are at least Rare,” Aranos offered.  “Usually, the rarer an Advanced Class is, the more powerful it is.  Maybe also look at ones that you don’t qualify for but are only missing because of a Skill or Ability or two.  You can probably find information on that Skill or Ability here and get it through studying and practicing for a day or two.”
“What he said,” Hector told the Parmassae, which bowed and floated off.  “You might want to pass that on to the others, as well.”
Aranos released the Warrior and followed the man’s advice, going to each of the players and telling them what he knew about Advanced Classes.  “You can get one now, but if there’s a rarer one that you’re pretty close to, you might want to try to get that one, instead,” he advised each of them.
“Do I even want to know how rare your Class is?” McBane asked him when he talked to the Rogue.  “Or will it just make me feel bad?”
“Exceptionally rare,” Aranos admitted.  “I mean that literally; the Class has a rarity of Exceptional.  I had to have a high Wisdom and Intelligence, plus an Adept ranking in two Skills and Student in the other.  I also had to have a specific Perk and Title that aren’t that easy to get.”
McBane sighed.  “You think we’ll get Perks and Titles for finishing off this lich-thing?”
“Probably, yeah.  Maybe not the Title that I got for clearing Haerobel – that was a World’s First, and you know those give better rewards – but you’ll probably get something.”
“Then I might wait until we finish this,” McBane said grimly.  “I mean, what I’m being offered is decent – better than I would have gotten back in Stoneleague, to be sure – but there’s nothing Rare like you’re talking about.”
Aranos nodded.  “I did the same thing, to be honest; waiting, that is.  As it turns out, only something like 14% of people get offered a Rare Class, though, and only like 6% can get an Exotic Class.  I was hoping for Legendary, but less than 1% of people will get one of those, so I stuck with Exceptional.”
“You poor thing,” McBane grinned.  “How will you ever get by?”
“Yeah, I know, I was being greedy.  In any case, I’m sure whatever you decide will be fine.  You can overcome a lot of Class shortfalls with training, Skills, and working out new Abilities, after all.”
When he spoke to Meridian, though, the woman had a request for him.  “Okay, I’ve got the chance to take this really, cool Advanced Class.  Thing is, I need a better spirit if I’m gonna do it.”
“You’ve got a Life Sprite now, right?” Aranos asked.  “I’m not sure what one of those is, but I think I heard that they’re fairly rare.  Usually that means powerful, doesn’t it?”
“Oh, I love Sparky,” Meridian assured him.  “That’s what I call him.  He’s super cute, and he’s made me a great healer.  The thing is, if I’m gonna take a better Class – I kinda need him to be Evolved, like you and Martina are.”
Aranos frowned.  “I don’t know if I can do that,” he admitted.  “I mean, I suppose it’s possible…”
“Geltheriel told me about the time you accidentally Evolved that kerruk.  You just pumped it full of mana, and it Evolved, right?  What if you did the same thing, but with life mana?”
“It might work,” Aranos admitted.  “It also might kill Sparky.  That’s actually probably more likely.”  He frowned.  “Let me look into it; I have spirit mana, too, and one of its functions is supposed to be calling creatures from other worlds.  Maybe I can find a normal Evolution of Sparky and create a Spell that will bump him down that road.”
“I appreciate it,” Meridian smiled at him.  “I know you’re already working on something for Hector, and you’ve got Geltheriel’s Quest to complete, so thanks for taking the time to help me out.”
“No problem,” Aranos shrugged.  “We’re a team, after all.”
Aranos returned to the Parmassae, who stood silently waiting for him.  “Do you have a request for me?” the spirit asked politely as the Sorcerer approached.
“I’ve got a few, actually, if that’s okay.  First, you know where the escape tunnel out of the city is?  There’s a room there, with a fountain – it’s the room closest to where the tunnel exits north of the city.  Can you set the portal exit to that room?”
The librarian bowed its head for a moment before raising it back to face Aranos.  “I cannot, I am afraid,” it replied.  “There is a barrier of some sort protecting that room.  I can place the exit into the escape tunnel immediately before or after the room, though, if that is satisfactory.”
“Oh, that barrier’s probably my doing, sorry.  I warded the space to keep the undead from wandering into it.  Can you set it in the passage leading from the room into the city?  And if you do, will it stay there if we leave here, or will we have to re-enter through the Library?”
The Parmassae was silent for several moments as Aranos assumed it communicated with others of its kind.  “I can set the exit to lead to where you wish, Lord Evenshade.  Normally, your second request would not be possible – after all, tying the exit to one location in such a manner robs others from using it as they wish – however, an exception can be made in this case.  As it seems that you and your party are the only beings in Antas who can make use of the Library, there should be no conflict.  Would you like me to do so now?”
“In a minute, if you don’t mind.  I have a couple of things I’d like you to find for me.  First, I’d like some information on using Enhanced mana aspects, specifically mind or spatial.  Second, anything you’ve got about advanced Runecrafting or Enchanting.  Finally, I need the most detailed map you have of Antas.”  He glanced at Meridian.  “Oh, and I guess I need information about life-based spirits.”
“We have many works on Enhanced aspects for you to peruse, Lord Evenshade.  Would you prefer Spells or Lore on the subject?”
“Lore first,” Aranos said firmly.  “Although I might get to Spells later.”
“Of course.  We also have both treatises and Skill Books regarding Runecrafting and Enchanting.  May I ask your Skill level in those currently?”
“Umm – Expert 1, I guess,” he hedged.  “I’ve got the High Enchanting Skill, actually; it uses Runecrafting and Enchantment in tandem…”
“Would you prefer works on High Enchanting, rather than the separate Skills of Runecrafting and Enchantment?” the spirit interrupted.  “Our body of Lore on the subject is smaller, but it does exist.”
“Oh, yeah, then that would be preferable.”
“I will return soon with your desired materials,” the Parmassae bowed once more.  “Please, seat yourself and I will bring what you desire to your table.”
Aranos glanced around and saw that most of the party were already seated at tables, while Geltheriel and Saphielle were each being led to a different doorway leading off the main chamber.  I wonder if those are training rooms, Aranos thought silently.  Maybe I can use one to work on my Enhanced mana a bit.
He sat down at the table Phil had taken, noting that the big Spellsword was poring eagerly over several old, brittle scrolls.  “Anything interesting?” Aranos asked.
“It’s all about the old order of Paladins,” Phil breathed excitedly.  “Who they were, how they lived – even the specific vows they took to join the order.  Look – this talks about tests they had to undergo to prove their bravery, faith, and purity of heart!”
“You might have trouble with that last bit,” Aranos chuckled. 
“Yeah, probably,” Phil nodded.  “Still, if I could pass tests like this and swear a vow to the Light, I think I could be a Paladin!” 
The big man sighed. “Now, if I could only figure out a way to bring this information back to Stoneleague.”  He caught Aranos’ questioning glance and explained.  “That’s the Quest Apollon gave us – he’s the Patriarch of the Sunlord back in Stoneleague.  Here, I’ll show you.”  A notification appeared in Aranos’ vision, and he quickly pulled it up:
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Quest: Fallen Font of Knowledge
Patriarch Apollon has asked you to join Aranos the Liberator in his Quest to free the Fallen City of Antas and the Library contained within.
Objective: Join the party of Aranos the Liberator and help him free the city of Antas.
Difficulty: A
Reward: 10,000 XP, Global fame, improved reputation in human lands
Optional Objective: Bring Apollon information about the Feast of Virnal or the gods’ silence
Reward: Increased reputation with the Church of the Sun, XP based on the value of returned lore
Optional Objective: Bring Apollon lore, relics, or iconography of the Pantheon of Light
Reward: Increased reputation with the Church of the Sun, XP based on the value of returned items.
Failure Conditions: Fail to join Aranos the Liberator’s party to free Antas; fail to liberate the Fallen City; betray Aranos the Liberator in his Quest.
Failure Penalties: Global infamy, decreased reputation in human lands, decreased reputation with the Church of the Sun
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Aranos read through the Quest slowly.  “Well, why not just take snapshots of what you need and write it out yourself?  The Quest says you have to bring back information and lore; it doesn’t say you have to bring the original works.”
Phil blinked.  “Hey, good catch!  Yeah, we could do that.  If all four of us worked on it together, it wouldn’t be too hard to write that out.  It would take maybe a couple of days, max.”
“You might want to ask about the Scribing Skill,” Aranos suggested.  “It gives you a bonus to writing speed and lets you copy rarer or more complex materials.  I don’t know what would happen if you tried to copy something beyond your Scribing Skill, but I’m guessing it would turn out illegible or something.”
Phil nodded.  “That seems right,” he sighed.  “The game doesn’t make it easy, does it?”
“Not even a little,” Aranos chuckled.  He glanced around at the others; he and Phil were in a zone of silence, and the rest of the party was engrossed in their own work.  “So, got an update on the Cleansing Quest.”
“Oh?  I take it they wouldn’t just open the Vault for you, then.”
“Nope.”  Aranos went on to quickly explain what they needed to do.  “I’ve got a plan for it, but – I don’t want to completely share it.”
“Why not?” Phil asked, his face totally neutral.
Aranos sighed.  “Have you had any bad dreams in the game the last week?” he asked.  “Specifically, any nightmares where someone was demanding answers from you – answers about me?”
Phil looked startled.  “Yeah, a few times, I think,” he said slowly.  “I can’t really remember; you know how it is with dreams.  I have this vague recollection that someone was trying to torture me for information, but that’s all.”
“I think – I think that was Lily, Phil.  She’s got an Ability called Dream Haunting that lets her invade your dreams and kind of take them over.  I think she’s been pumping all of you for information.  Well, probably not Geltheriel or Silma, but everyone else.”
“Wait, what?” Phil said loudly, half-rising from the table.  “She can get into our dreams?  Dude some of those – are kind of private…”  He shook his head.  “That’s not right!”
“The AIs can always see into your head, Phil,” Aranos pointed out.  “That’s literally the entire point of us being here, isn’t it?  For them to learn how we think and map our brains better.”
“Yeah, but Lily’s not an AI,” Phil hissed.  “She’s a…”  The man broke off and looked cautiously at Aranos.
“A condemned convict, yeah,” Aranos nodded.  “I figured it out.  Pretty sure I know 90% of the story at this point.  It doesn’t matter; what matters is that anything I tell anyone could get back to Lily.  Geltheriel’s immune – that’s part of being Oathbound; she can’t be forced to do anything against my interests – and Silma probably is, too, both from her Bond to me and from being non-human.  Anyone else, though, might give stuff away.”
Phil looked troubled.  “You can’t just hide stuff from the party, though.  That’ll make everyone suspicious of everyone else.”
Aranos sighed.  “Yeah, I’ve gotta figure something out.  Maybe a ward that keeps Lily out of your dreams.”  He frowned.  “I suppose I could also teach everyone the Fortification Skill, but I’d need a way to try and get into your minds to do that, so I’ll need to work on a mind mana Spell either way.  Might as well try both, right?”
Phil looked thoughtful, then nodded.  “I think you should tell everyone this,” he said quietly.  “Let them know what’s going on.  Maybe by knowing, we’ll be able to resist better in our dreams.  Even if we can’t, though, we need to know why you’re not telling us everything and that you’re working to make it so you can again.”
“Okay,” Aranos nodded.  “I’ll tell everyone when we’re back at the camp tonight.”  He placed his hands on the table to stand as he saw his Parmassae returning to the room with a stack of books and scrolls.  “Until then, good luck Paladin-ing, and let me know if you need anything.”
“Always, buddy,” Phil smiled wanly, his gaze troubled as it returned to the scrolls set on the table.  Aranos understood; Phil had just been told that his dreams were no longer his own and might not even be safe.  Every player expected horrible things to happen to their bodies in-game – that was part and parcel of fully immersive experiences – but their minds were a different thing entirely.  Aranos remembered how pissed he’d been the first time the AIs had messed with his thoughts; Phil probably was almost as angry and maybe feeling a bit more violated.
The information the Parmassae had brought Aranos was interesting-looking, but the Sorcerer had other things to do than study.  “Am I right in guessing that the side rooms are meant for training?” he asked the librarian as he took the stack of materials from the spirit.  For a moment, he wondered how the seemingly incorporeal creature had carried the rather heavy books, but he dismissed the thought at once.  It didn’t really matter, after all; what was important is that they could, so Aranos didn’t have to go traipsing through those corridors again in search of the works he needed.
“Indeed, they are, and two are set up for Wizard training.  Would you like the use of one?”
“If you don’t mind.  Also, could you go ahead and place the exit where we discussed?”
“Of course, Lord Evenshade,” the spirit bowed.  It faced the entrance, and the crystal bubble there swirled and shifted, turning into a glass tunnel.  Through the tunnel, Aranos could see the familiar image of the passageway leading from their camp into the aboveground city. 
Silma, can you go scout the outside of the Library, and maybe make sure our camp is still secure? He sent the silent image to the fenrin, who instantly rose and padded noiselessly but swiftly to the tunnel. 
It’s about time, she grumbled as she slipped into the crystal-lined passage.  This is the worst place we’ve been so far, pack leader.  The giant wolf exited the tunnel, and the crystal dome swirled back into place behind her.
Can you still hear me, Silma?  It suddenly occurred to Aranos that he didn’t even know if his communication with the fenrin would work through whatever wards the Library had to have in place.  Silma?
I hear you just fine, pack leader.  I’m just enjoying the sounds out here.  That silence was – it was unnerving.  I couldn’t take it much longer, sorry.
It’s fine.  Have fine scouting around.  I know you’ll be happier out there.
I don’t know if I’d call being in a Corrupted city, surrounded by undead being ‘happy’, but it’s better than that place.  Do what you need to do; I’ll keep an eye out here for you.
Aranos checked in with Hector and let him know that he was going to be doing some training in one of the side rooms, but that he’d be checking in frequently with the others.  The big Warrior grunted in acknowledgment, engrossed in the tome before him, and Aranos grinned.  Apparently, his party liked Lore as much as he did from how seriously they were all studying.  Of course, that could also be because they’re getting Advanced Classes out of it.
The training room resembled a much smaller version of the Expert-ranked training room in the House of Stars.  It had two unaspected mana crystals set in the walls to the left and right of the door, and Aranos could feel the wards in place protecting the room from incidental magical damage.  There was a stone table and chair against the wall opposite the entrance, and Aranos placed his stack of materials there before sitting down to read.
The information about his Enhanced mana aspects was interesting, but he could tell that it was incomplete.  It was focused on individual aspects and heavily downplayed the interactions between Enhanced aspect types.  One work labeled mixing different mana types as ‘dangerous and foolish’, even though Aranos knew that certain types of Enhanced mana would coexist quite happily together.   From what he could tell by reading in between the lines, most Wizards could master only one of those Enhanced mana types, so it was rare for someone to be able to mix two or more Enhanced aspects, and that led to a large amount of bias against anyone attempting it.
At first, Aranos had wondered why being able to use multiple Enhanced aspects was rare – and, apparently, somewhat frowned upon – until he had learned what the requirements were for these aspects.  The NPCs of Ka advanced far more slowly in their Classes, Skills, and Stats than players did, so the single Skill point that took him an hour of training to gain might take an elf Wizard a week to achieve, and advancement became exponentially more difficult as you achieved higher ranks.  Before becoming his Follower, Geltheriel had been resigned to wait for a year to level up twice.
Assuming that was a standard progression, the average NPC could probably break 50 in one or maybe two Stats in ten years or so.  Of course, that was only if they were Strong Stats, and the person trained daily with at least Hard difficulty exercises.  At the same time, it would probably take them a year to move out of the Novice stage of a Skill, and a decade for them to become an Adept at the Skill.  That meant that a spellcaster would have to train daily for ten years just to unlock one Enhanced aspect; he could see why most didn’t bother with a second one but focused on mastering their first, instead.  If continuing mastery was increasingly difficult, a Wizard might have to choose between unlocking a second Enhanced aspect or becoming reasonably skilled in their first.
There was plenty of information about mind and spatial mana by themselves, though, and Aranos learned a fair bit about how each could be used.  Mind mana seemed both incredibly simply and vastly complicated at the same time; it was simple in its most basic usages, such as projecting or reading surface thoughts, but it could become incredibly complex.  Apparently, a skilled practitioner could manipulate thoughts, memories, and emotions as easily as a musician playing an instrument.  While they couldn’t directly control another’s mind or body – that was Domination magic and apparently needed a different type of mana – they could subtly guide another into doing whatever they wanted.  It seemed like a perfect aspect for a classic, ‘power-behind-the-throne’ villain, in fact – or for a Wizard who wanted to be Ka’s version of a psychotherapist.
Spatial mana was far more complex, as far as Aranos could tell.  By itself, it apparently produced nothing but bursts of harmless energy.  However, it readily mixed with most Primary mana types, and those combinations produced the fundamental forces of the world.  Aranos had already seen that spatial and life mana made kinetic force, while spatial and void mana created gravitational effects – in fact, he was certain that two of the notifications waiting for him to look through were about those two aspects.  While the texts told him that mixing spatial mana and Primary mana was possible, it didn’t give him any specific ideas of how to mix things or what sort of affects might happen if you did. 
Of course, as he thought about it, he supposed that made a certain amount of sense.  After all, whatever Wizard or Sorcerer wrote these books probably spent a decade just unlocking spatial mana and then another decade mastering it and crafting Spells with it.  They might feel a bit proprietary about their discoveries and not want to just give away what they’d worked so hard to unmask.  The information here was enough for Aranos to move forward, and that was really all that mattered.
Before he moved on to his next task, Aranos delved into the treatises on life-based spirits.  He’d assumed that, because of its rarity, Meridian’s life sprite was fairly powerful, but he supposed he probably should have known better.  Shaman wasn’t exactly a Common Class, but it wasn’t particularly rare, either, and if Meridian had been able to call the life sprite at level one, it couldn’t have been that powerful.
Fortunately, there were several more potent incarnations that a life sprite could Evolve into, and probably would given enough time.  If the sprite was like most familiars, it grew more powerful as Meridian did, so it was possible that her taking an Advanced Class would trigger an Evolution in it all by itself.  However, if Aranos could make the thing Evolve before she took the Class, then maybe it would Evolve again once she leveled up.  Some of the creatures that were higher up the evolutionary tree for the sprite were pretty powerful, and being bound to one of them would make Meridian more powerful, as well.
After checking with everyone outside – Hector had gotten a response from Martina, but the woman’s reply had been a simple ‘Got it’ and nothing more – Aranos returned to the training room and sank down into his mindscape.  For what he wanted to do, the construct was perfectly sufficient, and it still made him feel more comfortable to be in it.  He examined the flow of the pillar of mana roaring into the sky – the patterns of Primary mana buried within the column had been disrupted slightly by the transition, but it only took him a few moments to smooth everything back into a semblance of order.  That order was vastly different than it had been, since he no longer needed to keep the hourglasses perfectly formed to keep his aspects separated, but the new pattern still had to be maintained or his spellcasting would suffer.
He sank down into his uber-comfortable chair and closed his eyes.  He had a few Spells he wanted to work on, and while he didn’t think that he’d necessarily finish any of them right away, he wanted to get the groundwork laid down.  Before he could do that, though, he had some experimenting to do with his mana.  As far as he could tell, there were at least five more Enhanced mana types – the places where the rivers of power in his mana column merged and melded – plus, if spatial and soul mana were any indicator, they probably also interacted with life and void mana, at the very least.
He started with the mana which with he was most comfortable, soul mana.  Judging from his pillar, soul mana would interact with spirit and spatial mana; he decided that spirit mana was probably going to be the simpler of the two, since he’d worked with it before.  He knew how to meld spirit mana with any other aspect; it required building a lattice of that mana type and allowing spirit energy to flow through it, using the matrix of power to contain the chaotic spirit energy.
It wasn’t that easy, of course.  He could create a lattice of soul mana simply enough, and when he allowed spirit energy to flow into it, the chaotic mana raced through, swirling and shifting, almost dancing among the nodes of stable soul mana.  However, the two didn’t bind or meld as he’d hoped; at best, he figured he could create a more powerful version of faymetal this way.  That’s certainly something to consider – later on, when I’m not busy doing this, that is. 
He tried changing the matrix of soul mana, adding more spirit mana, even allowing the spirit mana to race freely through the soul mana and escape.  That was an epic failure, of course, but really, nothing he was doing was having an effect.  I know soul mana will bind with other mana types, he thought frustratedly.  I’ve used it to make restorative and necrotic mana, already.  Granted, those were a lot more complicated than what I’m doing here, but…
Aranos stopped at that thought.  It was true; the weave he used to make restorative mana was vastly more complex than the relatively simple pattern of soul mana he was trying to use, here.  Maybe that was the problem; if he wanted a powerful melding of magics, he needed to put more than the most basic effort into it.  So far, the game had rewarded him for moving beyond the obvious solutions and pushing the boundaries of what should have been possible; why would this be any different?
Aranos took a deep breath and abolished his existing soul construct.  He started back at the beginning, considering what, exactly, he wanted to do.  I’m looking to create a web of soul mana that will force spirit mana to bind to it, he reasoned silently.  But spirit mana isn’t going to want to do that.  It’s going to want to be chaotic, to break free from any confines I put on it.  That means that if I want to it do something – I’m going to have to force it to do that.  I can’t give it any option except to meld with the soul mana.
He began weaving a new, smaller lattice.  The matrix of this soul construct was complex; at its heart, it was a three-dimensional spiral, almost like a spherical whirlpool.  Every path led deeper into the construct, and no paths led back out of it.  Aranos had to admit that he was cheating a bit; the pattern he was creating was really just a vector diagram of the relativistic equations for a black hole.  His construct was the magical equivalent of an event horizon.  Power could flow in, but the only way for it to escape would be to destroy the entire construct – which was a very real possibility, Aranos had to admit. 
When the matrix was complete, Aranos cautiously trickled a tiny bit of spirit mana into it.  The chaotic energy swirled into the depths of the construct almost instantly.  Aranos waited for a few seconds, but the mana didn’t reappear or escape – and, best of all, nothing exploded.  Well, we’re just getting started, Aranos thought ruefully.
He continued to trickle spirit energy into the construct, watching it carefully.  The power swirled into the depths of the soul lattice, vanishing into the center.  When Aranos felt he had enough mana in the construct – about the same amount of soul mana he’d used to build it – he cut off the flow.  He hesitated a moment; this was either going to be awesome or really, really bad, depending on how careful and lucky he’d been.  Mentally preparing himself for the explosion, Aranos twisted the central linkage of the structure, causing the soul mana to instantly collapse down the paths he’d made…directly into the ball of spirit mana at the center.
Aranos blinked as the soul mana raced down into the spirit mana, swirling, compressing, and spiraling down into a tiny point.  He expected the rush of energy to rebound explosively, and he resigned himself to his apparent failure, but to his surprise, the stream of mana swirled down into that point – and kept going.  It dug into the fabric of space, the spirit mana drilling out a channel, the soul mana guiding it as it did so. 
The stream of mana dropped out of reality, and Aranos felt a tugging deep within as if the tiny ball of mana was trying to pull him along with it.  For a moment, he was too stunned to react, and in that instant, he felt a part of him slide out of reality.  He caught a quick mental glimpse of an endless, silver void that was at once totally empty and teeming with matter and energy; a place that was both incredibly vast and nearly infinitesimal in scope.  His mind reeled before he grasped hold of his self and yanked back, severing his connection to his mana.  What the heck was that?  Was that some weird sort of dreamscape?  It didn’t feel like it – but it did feel like my mind was trying to leave my body.  I don’t know if I want to play with that!
He put the thought of his new mana aside; a notification had popped up in his vision, so he was fairly certain that he’d figure out what had just happened soon enough.  Instead, he rebuilt his soul mana construct, creating a pattern that wound and twisted into its own depths.  This time, though, he sent a trickle of spatial mana into it, instead of spirit.  The spatial energy wasn’t quite as chaotic as spirit was, but it was unpredictable and tended to suddenly shift or jump in odd ways.  The heavy, dark gray mist of spatial magic wound more slowly down into the heart of the soul mana, compressing into a tight core at the very center. 
Suddenly, the construct began to shift; with a start, Aranos realized that somehow, the spatial mana at the core had initiated the collapse of the structure itself.  The soul mana swirled down in a complex, spherical funnel, seeming to be almost sucked into the spatial core, sending that compressed mass spinning in a much tighter spiral.  The ball of mana thinned and widened into a disc, propelled ever faster by the inrushing soul mana.  Aranos glanced at the disc; through it, he could see the other side of his mindscape with perfect clarity, but none of the space in between.  A moment later, the energy fizzled out, and the disc collapsed, leaving Aranos staring at one of the trees nearest him. 
His eyes widened as he realized what he’d discovered.  This was teleportation mana, the way that the House of Stars and Library of Antas both let people enter and move through their halls.  The construct he’d created had been elaborate, and he had to repeat it several more times before he felt comfortable trying to replicate it on a larger scale.  When he did, though, a window opened in front of him for just a moment, one that led elsewhere.   Aranos wasn’t sure exactly where it led, but from the sight of the jangshie that appeared in his vision, it was somewhere in the city.  Also, judging by how the undead spun to face him in the brief instant before the window collapsed in on itself, the creature could see him as well as he could see it, despite his being in his mindscape.  That’s kind of creepy.
He ran a hand through his ruby-colored hair as the vision collapsed, cutting off his sight of the jangshie.  He still had lots to do, and he couldn’t spend all his time playing with his Enhanced mana, but if he was going to have a chance to pull off what he hoped to, he would need every possible tool.  At the same time, those last two attempts had been a bit dangerous; he didn’t know what would have happened if he’d allowed himself to be pulled along with the first construct, and he shuddered to imagine if he’d opened a portal next to Zoridos.  Is it really a great idea to play with Enhanced mana like this?  Sure, this was how he’d discovered the various composite forms of Primary mana, but Enhanced mana was much more powerful.  It also appeared that it was much more dangerous.
He shook his head; he’d figure out the other three ways that Enhanced mana could meld with itself, then he’d move on.  If each Enhanced type also had a link to both life and void mana, he had at least six more types to unlock on top of that, and he simply didn’t have that kind of time.  As far as the danger, maybe he needed to proceed a bit differently.  Each type of Enhanced mana represents some vital part of my existence, he reasoned.  It makes sense that a combination of them would kind of be the place where those parts of existence meet.
He wasn’t sure what the blending of soul and spirit mana had created, but it felt like it was taking him into another world, which he supposed stood to reason.  Spirit mana was his link to other worlds, and soul mana was his immortal, fundamental existence.  Mixing them could have created a way for his soul to travel to other worlds.  In a similar vein, spatial mana dealt with the basic forces of the world; he assumed that included space and possibly time.  Apparently, combining soul mana with that fundamental force twisted space and allowed him to create something like a wormhole, a passage that linked two places in space without crossing the distance between them.
If he was going to keep experimenting, maybe he needed to think more carefully about what, exactly, he might be creating, so he could take precautions.  At the very least, maybe then he wouldn’t be caught off-guard when the magic tried to suck his soul out of his body. 
Decided, he figured he might as well follow the order visible on his mana pillar, which meant moving on to spatial and mind mana.  Before he began weaving mana, though, he paused, considering what he might be creating.  Mind mana was one of the easiest aspects to understand; it represented his thoughts, his intellect, and really his perception of the world.  It wasn’t the essence of him – that was soul mana – but it was how he perceived himself and the rest of reality.   Since spatial mana was the basic forces of nature, blending the two should be combining his thoughts and the essence of reality.  So, what might that make?
Mind and force together – that could be telekinesis, Aranos mused.  Or maybe psychokinesis; I don’t really know what the difference between the two is.  Either way, it could be moving stuff with your mind. 
Shrugging, Aranos decided it was worth testing.  He conjured a small rock into his mindscape and imagined building a lattice of mind mana that extended out from him and enclosed the rock.  Once the lattice was completely sealed, he trickled spatial mana into it, allowing it to flow through the lattice and fill it completely.  His first attempt was a failure; as with the melding of soul and spirit mana, the matrix he’d constructed simply wasn’t complex enough to force the spatial mana to merge with it.  He had to craft the lattice more tightly, creating extremely thin passages for the spatial mana to flow along before the whole construct seemed to collapse on itself. 
Instantly, he could feel the presence of the rock in his mind, just as if he’d been holding it in his hand.  He concentrated on the rock, imagining it lifting into the air.  He felt the tiniest pressure on his mind, and the rock began to rise smoothly off the ground.  Aranos could move it freely, shifting it from side to side, spinning it around, even tossing it into the air and catching it again – although it took him a couple tries to get the hang of releasing it when he threw it.  It was as if a third arm extended from his mind and gripped the rock in an invisible hand.  He released the mana construct with a grin; that could be useful, depending on how much force he could apply with his mind and what kind of distance he could reach.
Mind and vital mana came next.  Vital mana was the incarnation of the body and how his Stats interacted with it.  Would mixing that with mana create something like mind over matter?  No, I suppose that was mind and spatial combined.  This would be more like – mind over body, I guess.  But is that my body, or someone else’s?
Aranos’ eyes widened as he considered that thought.  Mind mana didn’t give you the power to control someone else, but he knew that was possible.  Mistress Dirue had done it repeatedly, forcing others to speak the truth.  House Exxidor’s assassin, Airéd, had called that type of magic domination, which he’d also read about in the books earlier.  He’d said that Dirue was famous for her mastery of nature and domination magic.  Since nature mana was sort of a subset of vital mana, as far as Aranos could tell, that meant that Dirue had to have mastered nature mana and one other Enhanced type – unless, of course, she’d only learned nature magic and combined it with a Primary type.  While that was possible, Aranos thought it unlikely; if you were going to compel someone to speak the truth, you had to have access to their thoughts, right?
Taking a deep breath, he imagined a simple bogez standing before him.  He didn’t have the creature attack; he just wanted it to stand there for the moment.  He reached out with his mana tendril and connected to its vital mana, just as he did for the Spell that was still in formation – he’d have to work on that again later – then wound a lattice of mind mana around that tendril.  When the mind mana reached the black-skinned, goblin-like creature, Aranos imagined it racing up its spine and twining about its mind.  He concentrated on the creature, willing it to jump in the air, but nothing happened.  He tried again, pushing his will at the creature, but the bogez stood calmly, ignoring Aranos’ urgings.
Aranos frowned; he was certain that this was the way to form domination mana.  It made perfect sense; vital controlled the body, and mind mana controlled the mind, so together they should control an entire creature.  Actually, neither of those is true, he realized.  Vital mana doesn’t control the body, it powers it, and mind mana can’t control the mind, either.  Individually, they can affect a creature but not control it.  I had hoped that blending them together would give the mana an effect neither of them had individually, but...
He sighed as he realized his mistake.  He’d been using vital and mind mana independently, not melding them into something new.  He started over, once more creating a complex lattice of mind mana that would channel energy into increasingly smaller pathways.  He connected the construct to the bogez and poured vital mana into that matrix, flooding the pathways and forcing the two energies to blend together.  The lattice pulsed and contracted as vital mana merged with it, destabilizing the pattern and making the mana feel somehow softer, more malleable.  As the last of the twin energies melded together, Aranos was left mentally grasping what felt like a tendril of flexible mana.
He connected the tendril to the bogez, once again linking to its vital pool.  The energy raced out into the creature, filling its limbs and wrapping around its brain.  Aranos sent the mental command for the goblin to jump, and to his delight, it immediately leaped into the air.  He willed it to speak, and the creature growled out a series of syllables that Aranos couldn’t identify.  He had it perform a few tricks – running around, lying down on the ground, even attempting a handstand that ended disastrously – but the more he imposed his will on the creature, the more resistance he felt to each command.  Eventually, he released the bogez and dismissed it from his mindscape; he could tell already that while useful, domination mana had a built-in limitation.  The more it was used on a creature, the more that creature resisted it. 
He glanced back at his mana pillar; only one more pairing of mana to try.  Spirit and vital mana flowed next to each other in his column of energy, happily mingling and swirling together.  Well, let’s think about what this might create, he pondered.  If vital mana deals with the, well, vital functions of the body, and spirit mana connects to other worlds – well, I can see a couple of options.  The first is that it might let you travel to other worlds, although that seems awfully close to what soul and spirit were doing when I mixed them.  The second is that it could bring something from another world here, into this world, and give it a body to use.  Maybe that’s what Summoners do – although I guess that can’t be the case.  Summoners use creatures from this world, not from another one.  Still, I suppose I’d better assume that if I do this, I’m going to be bringing some creature into this world. 
Aranos frowned in thought.  Generally, in fantasy games and books, summoning a creature from another realm was – dicey, at best.  The creature usually resented being called and would happily take apart whoever was brazen enough to summon it.  Casters got around this by using a protective diagram of sorts, but Aranos had no idea how to create something like that.  He could probably try to simulate it using his Forge Mana Spell, crafting a circle of mana that was antithetical to whatever creature he summoned, but he wasn’t sure if that would work. 
He thought that theoretically, if he tried this in his mindscape it should be harmless enough – until he recalled that his attempts with soul and dimensional mana seemed to have pierced the boundaries of his mindscape and opened into the city above.  He didn’t know if that had really happened or had just been part of his vision, but he realized he couldn’t chance it.  If this new mana did summon something into the real world and he couldn’t contain it, he’d be unleashing something extraplanar into the Library.  He doubted the Parmassae would be very forgiving of that.  He needed more information about Summoning magic, otherworldly creatures, and how to safely contain them; fortunately, he had a book that had just that sort of information, albeit it only about creatures from the life aspect.  He had some Spells to craft with his new mana types, and then he’d do some studying.  He was literally in a library; there was no excuse for proceeding without information.
An hour later, he rose from his mindscape, tired but satisfied with his progress.  He hadn’t crafted any Spells of real significance, but what he’d made had some definite utility.  He pulled up his waiting notifications and examined them, willing similar notifications to show together:
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Evolved Aspects Discovered!
Aspect: Kinetic
Kinetic mana is a mixture of spatial and life mana that allows the caster to utilize pure kinetic force..
Associated Stats: Agil, Dex
Requirements: Agil or Dex 75+ (50+), spatial mana unlocked, life mana unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+.
Using Kinetic Mana: Kinetic mana creates constructs sheer force not associated with any specific type of energy.  This force must always be in motion – you cannot create standing constructs of kinetic mana.  Kinetic mana can inflict bludgeoning, slashing, or piercing damage depending on how it is used.  Magic resistance does not function against kinetic mana, although resistance to the type of damage created by a kinetic Spell works at half the normal effectiveness against it.
Stat Damage: You can only use kinetic SP equal to your Agil and Dex Stats combined per hour without harm.  Exceeding this limit drains these Stats: you lose 1 point from whichever Stat is currently highest per 1% of your max SP of additional kinetic mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.
Kinetic Mana and Movement: Kinetic mana is the energy of motion.  It can be used to accelerate the velocity of any creature or moving object. 
Kinetic Mana and Barriers: Barriers designed to resist physical impacts, whether magical or mundane, will resist a kinetic Spell.  However, these are only 50% as effective against a kinetic-based Spell or effect unless they are fashioned with Enhanced mana.
+450 XP
Aspect: Gravitational
Gravitational mana is the energy of mass, of matter, and of space itself.  This aspect can make a bogez weight as much as a dragon, or a mountain light enough to carry.
Associated Stats: Agil, Dex
Requirements: Agil or Dex 75+ (50+), spatial mana unlocked, void mana unlocked, Mana Manipulation Expert+.
Using Gravitational Mana: Spells of gravitational mana cannot be directly cast upon creatures or objects.  Instead, this aspect can only affect the fabric of space.  Gravitational mana can create attractive gravity, pulling nearby objects toward the Spell’s center or increasing their effective mass.  It can also generate repulsive gravity, causing things to have reduced effective mass or be pushed away from the center of the Spell. 
Stat and LP Damage: Because gravitational mana utilizes the void aspect, a living caster takes 1 LP of damage per 2 SP of mana cast.  In addition, any caster can only use gravitational SP equal to their Agil and Dex combined per hour without danger.  Using more mana than this damages the higher of your Agil or Dex by 1 point 1% of your max SP of additional gravitational mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.
Gravitational Mana and Barriers: The center of a gravitational mana Spell is held out normally by physical or magical barriers.  However, the effects of the Spell ignore both physical and magical barriers unless these were specifically designed to ward off spatial mana. 
+450 XP
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Enhanced Aspects Discovered!
Aspect: Astral
Astral mana is a blending of soul and spirit mana.  It allows its user to travel beyond this world, in spirit only, and enter the Realms beyond this one.
Associated Stats: Wis, Per
Requirements: Soul mana unlocked, Spirit mana unlocked, Wis and Per 75+ (50+), Mana Manipulation Expert+.
Using Astral Mana: Astral mana allows the caster to create an immaterial projection of themselves and journey to Arethain, the Spirit Realm surrounding Ka.  Arethain is linked to multiple other realms, all of which can be traversed if the caster knows them well enough to locate them.  While traveling in Arethain, the caster’s body is held in a state of suspension – it does not hunger, thirst, or age, but it can be damaged normally.  If the caster’s body is damaged, the caster is aware and can attempt to return to their body.  A caster whose body is slain while in Arethain dies as well.
Stat Damage: A caster can use Astral SP equal to their Wis and Per Stats combined per hour without harm.  Exceeding this limit drains both Wis and Per: you lose 1 point of each per 2% of your max SP of additional astral mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.
Traveling with Astral Mana: It is not possible to travel within Ka using astral mana; the only connection the caster can typically find is to their own body, making this the only point they can enter Ka.  A caster who travels to another realm outside of Ka using astral mana creates a new body for themselves in this realm.  If this body is slain, the caster is returned to their own body, unharmed but taking a penalty of 50% to all Stats for one hour and unable to re-enter Arethain for 24 hours.
+450 XP
Aspect: Dimensional
Dimensional mana allows a caster to travel through space, remotely view distant locations, and even attack creatures from afar.  It is a combination of soul and spatial mana.
Associated Stats: Wis, Agil, Dex
Requirements: Soul mana unlocked, spatial mana unlocked, Wis 75+ (50+), Agil or Dex 75+ (50+), Mana Manipulation Expert+.
Using Dimensional Mana: Similar to spatial mana, dimensional mana is somewhat unstable and difficult to control.  When a caster uses dimensional mana to access a distant location, their chance of successfully reaching the target is equal to the highest of their Wis, Agil, or Dex Stats as a percentage.  This is modified by the following:
Location is:                                 % Change
In sight range                                      +50%
Within 1 hour travel                     +0%
Within 1 day travel                    -25%
Same region, more than a day away     -50%
A different region                   -100%
Corrupted/Redeemed                      -200%
Dangerous, magical, or warded      Chances halved

Intimately known                  +25%
Well known                                      +10%
Somewhat known                    +0%
Hardly known or only studied             -50%
Unknown or only heard of             -100%

If the caster fails to accurately target their chosen location, the results depend on how close they were to succeeding and how high the success chance was.  If the success chance was high and the caster almost succeeded, they may find they have simply missed their target by a small distance.  If the chance of success was low or the caster failed epically, the Spell could backlash, reach to someplace dangerous or deadly, or even draw something or someone through it to the caster’s location.  Between these, the Spell might target a random location nearby or simply fail.
Stat Damage: Any caster can use dimensional SP equal to their Wis Stat plus the higher of their Dex or Agil Stats.  Exceeding this limit drains all three Stats: you lose 1 point from each Stat per 3% of your max SP of additional dimensional mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.
Dimensional Mana, Wards, and Barriers: Dimensional mana ignores purely physical barriers or obstacles, including those that were created by magic but are not magically maintained.  It cannot pass through living creatures, although this is rarely an issue unless the creature in question completely surrounds the target or is so large it is very difficult to travel around them.  Dimensional mana can penetrate magical wards or barriers, but the chance of success is halved when doing so, and the caster must succeed on an Opposed Check: the caster’s [Wis + (higher of Agil or Dex) + Spell level] versus the opposing caster’s [Int + Mana Manipulation skill + Spell Level of the barrier or ward].  Failure means that the dimensional mana cannot pierce the barrier or ward but will target the area directly outside of it.
Dimensional Mana and Travel: Dimensional mana can be used to create temporary or permanent portals between distant locations for travel.  Temporary portals are typically unstable, however, allowing only a single creature to traverse them before they close.  To create a stable temporary or permanent portal, a caster must use an anchoring device: an Enchanted or Runecrafted device that stabilizes the portal at each end.  Even with such a device, though, there is a chance that with every usage of the portal, it will either collapse or randomly target another location. 
+450 XP
Aspect: Telekinetic
Telekinetic mana is a blending of mind and spatial mana and allows the caster to project force over long distances using nothing but will.
Associated Stats: Int, Agil, Dex
Requirements: Mind mana unlocked, spatial mana unlocked, Int 75+ (50+), Agil or Dex 75+ (50+), Mana Manipulation Expert+.
Using Telekinetic Mana: Telekinetic mana allows the caster to control and manipulate objects remotely.  Telekinetic mana allows the caster to simulate any force or action they could normally apply directly to an object; an object can be lifted, thrown, carried, moved, even wielded as a weapon.  For the purposes of how much can be lifted, the caster’s Int Stat is used instead of the Str Stat.  Typically, moving a 10-lb. object requires the use of 1 SP per 10 s. 
Stat Damage: A caster can safely use only a limited amount of telekinetic mana every hour.  This maximum is equal to SP equal to your Int Stat plus the higher of your Agil or Dex stats per hour.  Exceeding this limit drains all three Stats: you lose 1 point from each Stat per 3% of your max SP of additional telekinetic mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.
Telekinetic Mana and Barriers: Telekinetic mana, unlike other force-based energies, generally ignores physical and magical barriers unless these are specifically designed to keep out mind mana.  This includes physical and magical armor and most wards.  If a barrier is specifically designed to keep out mind mana, it is 50% less effective against telekinetic mana.  A ward specifically crafted to protect against telekinetic mana is fully effective against Spells of this aspect.
Melee Combat with Telekinetic Mana: While telekinetic mana can be used to wield a physical object as a weapon, it is unwieldy and awkward to do so unless the caster is very skilled in both magic and the weapon in question.  If the caster has the appropriate Weapon Mastery and Mana Manipulation Skills of the Expert level or higher, they can fight with a weapon telekinetically as if their Weapon Mastery were 10 ranks lower.  If either of these Skills is below the Expert level, the caster fights as if an Untrained Novice with the weapon. 
A caster who is capable of fighting with a weapon telekinetically can also use any Abilities their effective Skill rank with the weapon grants them.  Any Abilities that use Stamina instead use standard (not telekinetic) SP at double normal rate.  Note that an Expert with a weapon fights telekinetically as an Adept with that weapon, so Expert-level Abilities will not be available to them.
Telekinetic Mana and Living Creatures: Telekinetic mana is less effective against living creatures than inanimate objects.  Any living creature can make an Opposed Check to resist being controlled through telekinesis: the creature’s [Str Stat + Class Level] versus the caster’s [Int Stat + Spell Level].  This includes plants and beasts but not non-sentient undead or automatons.  If the creature succeeds, they are unharmed by the telekinetic effect.  If the creature fails, they can make another Check every 10 seconds, with a cumulative +5 bonus to each Check.  Note that a caster can only move a living creature in extremely simple ways, such as lifting them in the air, carrying them bodily to another location, or halting their movements.  The caster cannot make a creature walk, fight, or perform specific actions.
+450 XP
Aspect: Domination
One of the more feared aspects, domination is a blending of mind and nature mana.  Users of domination mana can force others to obey their will, to take or avoid specific actions, or to follow their commands.
Associated Stats: Int, End
Requirements: Mind mana unlocked, nature mana unlocked, Int 75+ (50+), Str or End 75+ (50+), Mana Manipulation Expert+.
Ascendant Mana: Because you have unlocked vital mana, a greater form of nature mana, your domination mana is more potent and powerful, as described below.
Using Domination Mana: Domination mana can be used to control the actions of any sentient creature, including animals and sentient plants or undead.  It is ineffective against non-sentient creatures and undead or any sort of automaton.  Domination mana can be used to force a creature to act in a way that it might normally; it cannot be used to force a creature to behave in a manner that is dangerous or totally against its nature.  An enemy creature can be forced to cease attacking, drop its weapon, or even run away; it cannot be made to harm itself or attack its companions unless it would naturally be inclined to do so.  Any creature can resist domination Spells with an Opposed Check: the creature’s [Wis + Class level] versus the caster’s [Int + Spell level].  Success means that they cannot be affected by that Spell for 1 hour.  If the creature fails, it can continue to make Checks every 10 seconds, with a cumulative +5 bonus to the check.  If the caster is forcing the creature to do something that is its normal nature – forcing a Warrior to attack a weaker enemy, for example – the creature’s Opposed Check is halved.
Ascendant Effects: Your mastery of vital mana allows you to force a creature to perform actions that are against its nature or could indirectly harm it.  You could, for example, force an enemy to attack a creature much more powerful than it or confess to a crime it didn’t commit.  However, you can’t force the creature to harm itself directly, such as by stabbing itself, jumping into lava, or leaping off a cliff.  You receive a bonus to the Opposed Check equal to your Class level.
Stat Damage: You can only use SP of domination mana equal to your combined Int and the higher of your Str and End Stats every hour safely.  If you exceed this limit, you lose 1 point of Int, Str, and End per 3% of your max SP of additional domination mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.
Domination Mana and Barriers: Physical defenses and magical barriers are generally ineffective against domination Spells or effects unless specifically designed to ward against mind mana.  Magic resistance, Mental Resistance, Charm Resistance, and Fortitude do function against domination mana normally, not at the reduced rate they usually protect against mind mana.
Ascendant Effects: Your domination Spells are more effective against various forms of resistance; any Skill, Spell, or Ability that would normally shield against domination mana has its effectiveness halved against your Spells.
Domination Mana and Corruption/Redemption: Controlling the thoughts and actions of others can present a temptation to any caster and is easily misused or abused.  Using domination magic to force a creature to behave in a way that would grant it CP or RP instead gives those to the caster.  For example, forcing an enemy to attack one of its companions in the heat of battle might not yield any CP, while commanding a creature to torture another or kill innocents would result in significant CP for the caster but none for the creature.
+450 XP
[image: ]
Spells Created!
Shield Mind
Rank: Novice 1
Protect an individual creature against mind-based attacks.
Effect: Choose a single creature for the target of this Spell.  This creature gains resistance to all mind-based Spells equal to your [Int / 2]%.  This resistance improves by +2% per level of this Spell.  This applies to all mind-affecting Abilities and effects, as well.
Duration: 10 min + 30 s per Spell level.
Cost: 23 mind SP
A mind is a terrible thing to lose…
+250 XP
Wave of Emotion
Rank: Novice 1
Project a specific emotion in a cone-shaped area in front of you.
Effect: Choose any emotion.  You can project this emotion out to all sentient creatures within a cone that extends 60’ in front of you and is 45’ wide at the base.  If the emotion is one that the targeted creatures would not normally want to feel – such as panic in the midst of combat – they can make an Opposed Check to resist: the creature’s [Wis + Class level] versus your [Int + Mana Manipulation + Spell level].  Failure means the creature is overwhelmed by the new emotion and will tend to act appropriately.  Cone size increased +1% per Spell level.
Special: While casting this Spell, you will feel the desired emotion for 5 s (Fortitude affects this).
Duration: 1 min
Cost: 61 mind SP
Your emotions are taking you over…
+250 XP
Dimensional Hop
Rank: Novice 1
Teleport a single creature to any location in sight range.
Effect: Choose a spot within sight range.  You open a portal directly in front of you that allows one creature or object no larger than a standard humanoid to pass through it and land at the spot you’ve chosen.  So long as the target location is relatively safe and not magically warded, your portal will always open in the correct spot.  If the target location is dangerous or protected magically, the chance of the Spell functioning normally is equal to: your [(Wis + Mana Manipulation + Spell level) / 2], rounded down.  If the Spell fails, it will instead open immediately outside the dangerous or warded area. 
Note that the portal is bi-directional and will allow only one creature or object of no larger than standard humanoid size to pass through it, from either direction, before collapsing.  If no creature passes through it, the portal will last for 5 s before dissipating.
Cost: 141 dimensional SP
It’s just a jump to the front and a step through the hole…
+250 XP
Gravity Well
Rank: Novice 1
Create an area of extreme gravity that slows all creatures within it.
Effect: Choose a spot within sight range.  All creatures less than 30’ of this spot are drawn toward the spot as if falling at twice standard speed and take 6 – 11 LP damage when impacting an object in the center (71 – 130).  They continue to take half this damage every second as more objects and creatures impact them, until the Spell expires.  If the center of the Spell is high in the air, creatures take half damage every second but take additional falling damage when the Spell expires and drops them to the ground.  Note that having additional weight and mass does not reduce the damage a creature takes from this Spell, but it may increase the damage that creature does to others upon impact.  Armor reduces this damage normally.
Creatures 30’ – 60’ from the center of the Spell instead find their movements reduced to a percent equal to their distance from the Spell – 30%.  Thus, a creature at 60’ moves at 30% of their normal rate, one at 45’ moves at 15% speed, and one at 30’ is frozen and unable to move. 
Damage is increased by 2% per Spell level.
Duration: 1 min + 1 s per Spell level
Cost: 74 gravitational SP
Oh, what a feeling, I’m falling toward the ceiling…
+250 XP
Mindlink
Rank: Novice 1
Communicate telepathically with a friendly creature.
Effect: Choose one creature that is sentient and friendly to you.  By touching the creature, you establish a mental link that allows you both to communicate telepathically across any distance, so long as you are in the same region.  Communication is two-way and deliberate; neither party will hear any thoughts or feelings from the other unless they are directed at the linked partner.  Creatures may be limited in their ability to communicate by their Intelligence; a creature with low Intelligence might only be able to communicate the simplest emotions or concepts. 
Duration: 1 hour.
Channeled Spell: This Spell may be Channeled in order to extend it past its duration, paying the normal SP costs as detailed in your Mana Mastery Skill.
Cost: 35 mind SP
Can you hear me?  Let me think a little louder…
+250 XP
Sorcerer Ascendant Ability Successful!  Your Spell has spontaneously Evolved!
Spell Created: Great Enthrallment*
Rank: Novice 1
Completely dominate the mind and body of another.
Effect: Choose a single creature in sight range.  You take complete control of the creature for the duration of the Spell and can command the creature mentally at any distance.  The target can make an Opposed Check to resist this domination: the target’s [Wis + Class level] versus your [Int + Class level + Spell level].  If this Check is failed, the target can make a new Check every 10 s with a cumulative +5 bonus to the Check. 
You can command the target to take any action that will not cause them to directly harm themselves and the target will obey unfailingly to the best of their ability. 
Once the Spell duration lapses or the target breaks free, they receive a +20 bonus to any further Opposed Check against the same Spell for 24 hours.
Evolved: You receive a +10 bonus to your Opposed Check for this Spell.  If the target fails it, they do not receive another Check for the duration of the Spell.  You can order the target to take an action that causes them direct harm, but they receive another Check to resist and gain a +20 bonus to that Check.  If the Check succeeds, they throw off all effects of this Spell.
Corruption/Redemption: If you cause the target to commit acts that would grant you CP or RP if you performed them yourself, you take CP or RP just as if you had committed the acts and the target does not. 
Duration: 10 minutes
Cost: 173 domination SP
Channeled Spell: This Spell can be channeled to maintain its effect beyond the normal duration, paying the normal SP cost determined by your Mana Mastery Skill.
You’ll do what I say, because I said so!
+250 XP
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Aranos had also spent some time using some of his new Enhanced Mana to tweak his existing Spells, giving them boosts in effectiveness:
[image: ]
Spell Evolutions!


Piercing Bullet^ has become Kinetic Bullet^
Rank: Adept 9
Hurl a compacted bullet of spirit-enhanced and kinetic-driven mana at an enemy, doing elemental and piercing damage to the target.
Effect: Does 18-54 LP damage to a single target within sight range (324-871), +7.5% per Spell level.  This is a combination of piercing, air, earth, fire, and water damage and is boosted by spirit mana; immunity to any of these types will reduce damage by 10% (cumulative per immunity type)
Evolved: Reduces the effect of all physical or magical barriers by 100%.  Increases Critical Hit chance by 3% per Spell level.
Hollow Point: Add damage of one additional mana type.  This does 50% of base damage and increases the SP cost by 50%
Hypersonic: Reduces Dodge and Shield bonuses by 50%.  Can strike creatures that are normally immune to projectiles due to a Dodge Ability.
Cost: 110 SP + 3 spirit SP + 2 kinetic SP
I am Death, Destroyer of anthills…
Composite Armor^ has become Arcane Armor^!
Rank: Adept 2
Coat yourself in armor made of compressed layers of Enhanced and Primary mana
Effect: Protects against 1.5 LP of physical, elemental, or Spell damage per 1 SP invested.  Can be repaired at a rate of 1 SP per 1 LP restored.  SP cost reduced by 1% and LP protection increased by 2% per Spell level
Enhanced: Gives full protection against armor-piercing attacks.
Evolved: All Primary mana or necrotic damage is reduced by 25%.  Protects normally against attacks using Enhanced mana, including mind-based attacks.
Cost: Up to 90% of Max SP, 50% of max mind, soul, spirit, and spatial mana.
Sticks and stones won’t touch my bones…
Enhanced Flight* has become Massless Flight^!
Rank: Adept 1
Fly or hover freely with excellent maneuverability
Effect: You can fly at speeds up to twice your True Manipulation Skill, in mph.  You can turn in a radius equal to your body length when traveling at velocities less than your True Manipulation Skill in mph; if you are traveling faster than your True Manipulation Skill in mph, this radius increases by 50%; it rises by 100%, or double the turning radius, when you are moving at twice your True Manipulation Skill in mph, your maximum velocity.  Max speed increased and turning radius decreased by 1% per Spell level.
Enhanced: Your max velocity is three times your True Manipulation Skill.  Your turning radius at three times your True Manipulation Skill is increased by 150%.  Max speed increased and turning radius decreased by 2% per Spell level.
Evolved: Your max velocity is five times your True Manipulation Skill.  Your base turning radius is half your body length and increases by 50% at twice your True Manipulation Skill, 100% at three times your Skill, 150% at four times your Skill, and 200% at five times your Skill.
Cost: 350 SP + 5 gravitational SP
Channeled Spell: This Spell can be channeled for 25 SP / s and 1 gravitational SP / min to maintain flight.  Increasing speed to double your True Manipulation Skill doubles the base SP cost, triple speed triples the cost, and so on.  The gravitational SP cost is not increased by increasing your speed.
I float through the air, with a fair bit of unease…
Aura of Movement^ has become Zone of Speed^!
Rank: Student 4
Effect: You suffuse an area 45’ in radius with life and kinetic magic.  All allies in this radius gain a bonus to their movement speed up to [Int / 2 + Spell level x2] %.  This bonus is lost if they move beyond the radius of the Spell for any reason.  This does not increase attack or casting speed.
Channeled Spell: This Spell must be channeled to be maintained, reducing the caster’s SP regen by 50% of the boost percentage (so a 30% boost reduces SP regen by 15%.)  Maintaining the Spell requires 1 kinetic SP per min.
Cost: 325 SP + 4 kinetic SP
Try and keep up with me!
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He had also begun creating a few larger, more complex Spells that he hadn’t completed, yet.  One was a larger version of his Wave of Emotion; it would cover an entire battlefield and instill fear and panic on enemies while boosting the morale of allies.  Another created a zone of telekinesis, allowing him to move any objects within that zone using his mind for the duration of the Spell, while a third combined kinetic, gravitational, and dimensional mana to create an area where space itself was, in all honesty, totally messed up.  Gravity would increase and decrease randomly, portals to nearby locations popped up throughout the space, and sudden bursts of force would hurl enemies in every direction.  That Spell was meant to be one of his ambush Spells; it looked like it would take a lot of spatial mana – more than he could easily cast without converting a large chunk of his standard SP, at least – so it would be better cast slowly and left hanging.
When he finally emerged from the training room, most of the others were out of sight.  A quick glance at his party status showed that none of them were in trouble, so he assumed they’d found training rooms of their own.  Hector and Meridian were still out in the main area, though, sitting at a table and chatting.  From how close they were sitting and the way they seemed to occasionally brush one another, Aranos was hesitant to intrude, but as he emerged, Hector waved to him and beckoned the younger man over.  Aranos obligingly walked over and took a seat at the table opposite the pair, stretching his sore back as he did so.
“Have a good training session?” Hector asked, his eyes twinkling.  “Or did you just need a nap?  That’s a lot of groaning for somebody who’s supposed to have been training.”
Aranos snorted.  “That’s your training, not mine.  You train by waving sharp things around and trying to learn how to do that better than the other guy.  I train by sitting down, meditating, and trying to puzzle out how to turn a life sprite into a baratmu or a sitchie.  Oh, and working out how to give you an inherent resistance to magic.  It’s easier on the arms but rough on the back.”
“Wait, did you figure out how to help Sparky?” Meridian asked, leaning forward excitedly.  “Can you – I mean, will you…?”
Aranos held up a hand, his chuckle mirroring Hector’s.  “I think so, although you have to decide how you want Sparky to Evolve.  From what I can see, a life sprite can Evolve down one of two paths, depending on its nature and the actions it takes as a sprite.  You’ll have to pick which one to do, and I won’t be able to cast the Spell.  I’ll have to teach it to you.”
“Me?” Meridian asked doubtfully.  “I can’t cast the kind of stuff you can, though.  Heck, I can’t even get new Spells unless I improve my bond with my totem spirit!”
Aranos nodded.  “That bond is why you have to cast the Spell, and I’m pretty sure I can teach it to you.  I can barely cast it, and it’s not very effective when I do, but your bond should boost it to the point that Sparky can Evolve.”
Meridian looked unconvinced but shrugged.  “So, what are my choices?”
“The two options are the sitchie and the baratmu.  A sitchie is kind of like a white bird with a human face and legs, about the size of a large crow.  They’re all about healing and regeneration; they’ve got auras of healing and peace and no way to physically attack someone except through light magic.  A baratmu is a white, furry snake about 3’ long.  They’ve got poisonous bites, an aura that damages Shadowborn, and they generate fear in creatures of the Dark.”
Meridian rested her chin in her hands, her eyes lost in thought.  “So, it’s a kind of specialization,” she reasoned.  “Do I focus more on healing or more on battle?  I’m guessing if I take the sitchie – and I’m leaning that way because even the name sounds cute – my heals will get better but my damage will get worse.  And vice-versa for the baratmu.”
Aranos shrugged.  “I couldn’t tell you,” he admitted.  “That makes sense, but you know how your Class works way better than I do.”
Meridian glanced over at Hector.  “What would you pick?”
Hector’s eyebrows rose in surprise.  “Why do you care what I’d pick?”
“I don’t, I’m just curious.  Are you the gentle, nurturing bird-guy, or the aggressive snake-man?”
Hector laughed.  “I can be both, depending on my mood, but if I had to pick?”  He touched his axe.  “Look what I chose for a weapon.  Not particularly gentle or subtle.  I’d go for the snake.”
“Aggressive.  I like it,” Meridian purred.  She looked back at Aranos, who was barely refraining from rolling his eyes.  “Hey, we put up with you and stabby elf-girl.  You can do the same.”  She grinned at the Sorcerer, ruining the rebuke.  “So, when do I decide?”
“When you cast the Spell.  You’ve got time to think about it; we can get together tonight and work on it as much as you want.”  Aranos’ face turned red as he realized what he’d said, and Hector guffawed loudly.
“You’re lucky stabby elf wasn’t here to hear that,” Meridian grinned archly at the redhead.  “Although you are all shiny, now.  Kinda curious if everything’s shiny.”
Aranos blushed again before realizing that the woman was needling him.  He made an effort to gather his wits and grinned at her.  “Feel free to ask Saphielle if you can join us,” he said archly.  “Just be prepared to respawn when you do.”
“Hah!  True enough, brother,” Hector laughed.  “So, what about me?  You need some alone time with me, too?”
“Obviously,” Aranos said, refusing to be ruffled.  “Can’t show favoritism, right?  Everybody gets a turn at alone time with me.”
Meridian snorted with laughter.  “That’s one hell of a goal,” she admitted.  “Reminds me of my college years.”
“Shame I didn’t know you back then,” Hector murmured.
Before Meridian could reply, Aranos cut in.  “I’ll let you guys get back to what you were doing, but I did want to check and see if you’d heard from Martina.”
Hector smacked his hand on the table and shook his head.  “Sure did, sorry, slipped my mind.  Yeah, she said she found out a few interesting things and will be coming back soon.  I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s ready to meet in the next half hour or so.”
Aranos nodded.  “Let me know when she arrives in the camp, and I’ll open the portal so she can come in.  I’m hoping she has some good news to tell us.”
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Martina dove and rolled through the rubble of the nearest building as the damned naktraps swooped past, narrowly missing her.  The creatures shrieked their frustration as their prey evaded them once more, and one landed on top of the rubble, clawing at it in a desperate attempt to reach its prey.  Martina wasn’t waiting for that, though; the moment she was out of sight of the undead bird-creatures, she slipped into Stealth and stole out the side of the building, hugging the shadows.  Her new half-undead nature gave her quite the boost to that; the undead could only sense her when she was close, and her grayish skin blended almost perfectly into the crumbled stones around her. 
She’s lost track of the number of times she’d shaken off pursuit since slipping out of the ruined Treehome, the center of the city and Zoridos’ apparent home.  The lich-thing hadn’t detected her, but Lily had; the Summoner’s senses weren’t limited by the game’s rules, and at some point, she’d spotted Martina and tried to ambush her.  The Ranger was sure that if she hadn’t been a daywalker, she’d have been captured right then, but thanks to her new racial abilities, she was able to slip past both Lily’s summoned creatures and the undead the woman could now apparently command.
The area about the Treehome was alerted, now, and Martina was working hard to sneak back out.  She’d headed south instead of directly north, toward the escape tunnel, and by doing so she’d missed most of the patrols sent out.  This also took her into the area she’d scouted underground before, which was her real goal.  Martina was certain that Zoridos would put a guard around the tunnel’s entrance, now, but she was hopeful that it wouldn’t fill the nearby tunnels with guards again.  Even if it wanted to, Lily would warn against that; if there were too many of the creatures near the party’s campsite, Aranos would definitely have Silma and Martina dragging trains of the creatures back for the slaughter.
She ducked into a nearby building and shifted the stones aside, revealing a darkened hole that led into the earth.  She crouched as silently as possible for a full minute, listening, but only silence reached her ears from below.  That didn’t mean much, of course; she’d already learned that the undead could be eerily silent when they weren’t moving around.  Still, it was chance the tunnels or chance the city above.  Shrugging, she dropped noiselessly into the tunnel and moved northward through the darkness.
This part of the tunnel was in her map, so she had no problems navigating the maze of passages that wound below the earth.  As she moved, she let her mind turn back to the scene she’d watched in the throne room – at least, she assumed it was a throne room, since it had a throne, and Zoridos was sitting on it.  Lily had just appeared out of thin air, looking haggard and weak.  She respawned, Martina had thought grimly but not without a bit of joy.  Enjoy the XP loss and the death debuff, “Liam”. 
Martina was pretty pissed at Liam – or Lily, or whoever – for betraying Hector and her and trying to sacrifice them.  She’d had some time to think about it, and she had a feeling that if Lily had been successful in killing the two players, both Martina and Hector might have returned as true undead, not just daywalkers like Martina was.  That thought made her fairly angry, since the two might have had to abandon their characters and start back with new ones if that happened, and she entertained a few fantasies of what she’d like to do to the Summoner if she ever got her hands on him.  Or her.  Whatever. 
Those fantasies had seemed pretty cruel to Martina, and she’d never actually do them.  At least, she’d thought that until she’d seen Zoridos’ reaction to Lily letting the Library be Redeemed.  Apparently, something about how Aranos did that made it so it could never again be Corrupted, held out the necrotic effects of the city, and basically meant that if Zoridos went there to try and take it back, there was a good chance it would be badly hurt or even die. 
It was not happy.
Lily’s screams still echoed in Martina’s mind.  Zoridos hadn’t had to touch the Summoner, hadn’t had to raise a finger.  It just glanced at the woman, and she dropped to the ground, shrieking in agony.  Martina had expected the woman to beg for mercy, but Lily had instead turned the air around Zoridos blue with her profanity.  Martina wasn’t shy about swearing, or anything, but some of the things the tormented woman said made the Ranger blush just thinking about them.  Many of them weren’t even anatomically possible, but Lily promised Zoridos that one day, she would do all of those things to the dried-out corpse of a king.
Martina hadn’t wanted to watch, but she did want to see what plans the two undead made next, and she hadn’t been disappointed.  Zoridos had finally relented – how Lily had kept from breaking during that time was far beyond Martina – and the lich had issued a series of commands to its newest underling.  A vast troop of undead would be placed around the Library, ostensibly trapping the party within, and three lanohtars would command them.  Lily’s job was to leave the city and try to retake the tower that they’d been occupying out in the forest; Zoridos wanted to test how permanent Aranos’ Redemption really was. 
That was when Lily had somehow spotted Martina – the Ranger guessed that she had relied too much on the fact that undead couldn’t easily sense her and had forgotten that Lily had living summons she could call on.  Martina was sure that one of those summons had detected her and warned its mistress, and at that point, the hunt was on.  Martina had dodged patrols, slipped around wandering summoned creatures, and fought her way past a few smaller groups of undead when necessary.  She’d managed to exit the Treehome a different way than she’d entered – hopefully, that would keep Zoridos from figuring out how she’d gotten into the palace in the first place – and escaped into the city.  Since then, she’d been hunted by jangshie, nurhuins, and of course, the flying naktraps.  It had been one of the most tense and stressful moments she’d had since she came into the game.
And absolutely the most fun.
Martina’s eyes shone and her heart hammered as she remembered the near misses, the narrow escapes, and the brief battles through the city.  She’d been hunted by half the city – okay, maybe a tenth of it – and she’d managed to elude them all.  This is what being a Ranger is supposed to be like, she thought with a tight grin.  That was awesome!
Martina felt a sudden easing of pressure in her chest, as if a weight had been lifted off her, one she hadn’t even known was there.  I’ve been forgetting to have fun, she realized suddenly.  That’s why I’ve struggled so much, here.  I’ve taken everything too seriously, and I’ve totally forgotten that this is supposed to be a game. 
Martina wasn’t really used to doing things just for fun.  The oldest of five kids, she’d been taking care of her younger siblings as long as she could remember.  In a household that was always one paycheck away from being out on the streets, fun was hard to come by.  Both her parents had to work two jobs to make ends meet, and that left Martina as the de facto mother from the ripe, old age of seven or so. 
She’d been determined to get farther than her parents had, and she worked her ass off in high school, graduating second in her class and getting offered scholarships to several good schools.  To do that, though, she’d had to go without things that some of her friends had taken for granted in high school.  She’d had to work part time to help out with finances, and that meant she had to choose between studying or making and hanging out with friends.  She ended up not having a ton of friends, or really any good ones.
When she’d gone off to college, she’d kept up the hard work.  Scholarships helped a lot, but she still had to work if she wanted anything for herself, and she wouldn’t let herself have less than stellar grades.  She’d graduated with honors and, when she’d finally been hired by Neo-dyne, she’d felt like everything had paid off.  Her new salary was enough for her to live on, save a bit, and still send money back to her family.  It meant that some of her brothers and sisters could go to college without worrying that they were hurting their parents, and that if she wanted to, her mother could drop one of her jobs and be home more.  She wouldn’t do that, of course, but she could if she wanted, now.
When the chance to join the Beta testing for Singularity Online had come up, Martina had jumped at, but not for the chance to play the game.  She was sure that being a beta player would be a way to earn some extra cash.  Maybe a lot of extra cash; she’d heard of people getting rich by selling powerful items from popular games for real money.  She also saw it as a chance to get ahead in the company; being one of the top players in-game would surely bring notoriety and respect.  She’d wanted to excel at it, to show that she could handle anything sent her way – to show that she could be both a leader and a team player. 
Only, she wasn’t a team player.  She never had been. 
She had always done everything herself.  She had learned early that you were the only person outside your family you could count on, and that if you wanted something, you had to go and get it.  Nothing was handed to you.  She’d accomplished so much in her life, but it had all been her own effort.  She’d never had to rely on anyone else. 
That didn’t work well in Singularity.  Martina had chosen a non-magical hybrid Class on purpose: it gave her more options and more choices than specializing did, and it allowed her to handle more situations than a pure fighting or stealth Class.  However, as she was learning, this wasn’t a game that you could play solo.  She could fight, but not well enough to go toe-to-toe with uruks and undead without a tank.  She could shoot, but not well enough to take out enemies with a single arrow or use fire-and-move tactics to whittle down a larger host.  She’d been second place to everyone at everything, and deep down, it rankled her.
This, though; this, she could do, and do it well.  She could go into enemy territory, scout around, and fight her way out if she needed to.  A Rogue like McBane or Archer like Longfellow wouldn’t be able to stand long enough to fight when they had to; a Warrior or Spellsword like Hector or Phil wouldn’t be sneaky enough to learn anything.  It took someone like her to do this – or, she supposed, someone like Geltheriel.  The elf woman was stealthier than Martina, and there was no question that she could fight when she had to. 
I should talk to her when I get the chance, Martina mused.  Maybe she can give me some pointers on how to be better at this.  I need to be better with a bow and my mace.  I need to be stealthier – and I could use some magic, too.
That was a lot to work on, but hard work had never bothered Martina.  In fact, it was a basic tenet of her life: nothing good came to you without effort.   The more effort, the better your results.  In Singularity, she’d been putting her efforts into the wrong place – trying to be the best – and not into discovering herself and figuring out her character. 
Why did I really want to be a Ranger?  Not because it was practical, but because Rangers go first.  They’re the pioneers, the ones who’re first into danger and stay there the longest.  They get to be out here alone and fight for themselves.  That’s where I want to be: out in front.
A light ahead caught her eye, and she quickly stopped to check her surroundings.  She was nearly at the campsite – the glow meant that one of the doors had to be open, which wasn’t a good sign – and so far, she’d managed to avoid a single undead.  That also isn’t a good sign, really.  Two guesses where they all are.
She crept ahead as slowly as possible, controlling her breathing and stepping carefully on the center of her feet.  Stealth, she’d discovered, was just a matter of control.  She had to control her breathing, her heart rate, every small movement of her muscles.  She needed to make sure each step was careful, keeping her weight centered without trying to tiptoe – that just wore out her calves and made her stumble.  Control was key, and Martina usually had excellent control.
As she approached, she confirmed that the door to their campsite was open, ever so slightly, and alarms went off in her head, alarms that grew louder as she felt the biting cold that filled the air as she grew closer.  She slipped ahead until she could just barely peer into the room.  Yep, a lanohtar and a bunch of draegs.  The nurhuins probably can’t deal with the light in the place, but I’ll bet there are some nearby. 
She moved back, carefully checking behind her as she did – she’d backed into an undead that way a couple days ago, and she wouldn’t make the same mistake twice – before settling down in a quiet alcove and sending off a quick message to Hector.  The Warrior got back to her in a few moments – he must have been waiting for her message – and the message was simple and to the point.
Hang tight.  Help’s coming. 
Martina suppressed a grin as she read those words.  She remembered how Hector had told her once that his favorite part about the game was being in a party.  The Warrior was once in the military and had been retired – he was very clear that it hadn’t been his idea – and he missed the camaraderie.  In the army, Hector told her, you had everyone’s back, and everyone had yours.  There was no room for anything else, no place for doubt or dissent or mistrust.  Everyone’s lives depended on everyone else.
The game wasn’t the same, of course, but Martina was starting to understand.  All she’d had to do was reach out to Hector, and she knew that the party would be there to get her in minutes.  There was no question, no doubt about it.  She didn’t know, yet, if she liked Aranos or not, but she had to admit that he looked out for his party.  He worked hard for them, and he expected them to work hard for each other.  No one seemed to mind what he asked of them, because it was never more than he did himself.
Because of that, Martina wasn’t remotely surprised when the room ahead was rocked by a huge explosion.  She heard Hector and Phil shouting and the clash of steel, and more, smaller explosions echoed in the large room.  Martina unhooked her mace from her belt and rushed forward, seeing the draegs scattered across the room.  She caved in the skull of the one nearest her and crushed the knee of another, following up with a blow across its jaw that shattered its teeth. 
Phil and Hector had exited what appeared to be a glass tunnel that Martina knew hadn’t been there when she was here last.  Aranos stood to the side of the tunnel, his hand stretched out to the lanohtar, seeming to freeze the undead in place.  Longfellow stood at the other side of the doorway, his crossbows humming as he fired into the mass of undead.  As the pair of tanks pushed the undead back from the door, a flash of silver fire leapt from the tunnel and slammed into the lanohtar, knocking the creature back into the far wall.  Aranos lowered his hand, and the lanohtar began to fight, but it was too late.  Saphielle’s fiery spear slammed into its eye and erupted from the back of its head, then spun and smashed the creature to the floor.  The spear drove down once, and the lanohtar was still.
Martina watched, amazed, as the party swarmed out of the glass tunnel and shredded the remaining undead.  Geltheriel appeared out of nowhere, her blade trailing shadows as it carved undead flesh, while McBane emerged from Stealth and drove his twin swords into a draeg’s neck, severing its head.  Last to enter the room were Meridian and Rhys, the two healers moving forward to close the small wounds on the tanks and damage-dealers.  They came here to help you, Martina thought silently, feeling a thrill in her chest as she did.  You told them you were in trouble, and they came.  That’s what Hector was talking about.  They had your back, no questions asked.
As the last of the creatures fell, Aranos walked to the middle of the room to stand beside Saphielle.  “You figured out how to do that silver fire attack at will?” he asked.
“Indeed, as is surely obvious and unnecessary to point out,” the Warrior replied off-handedly, making Martina smile.  “What you wish to ask is how I did it, and I will be happy to enlighten you at a later time, when we are not surrounded by rotting corpses.”
“Good point,” Aranos grinned at the woman, affection obvious in his eyes.  Martina honestly wasn’t sure how she felt about the fact that her Party Leader was sticking it to an NPC – after all, while Saphielle seemed lifelike, she was really just a digital construct programmed to act like a person – but she’d decided it wasn’t her business.  It wasn’t like Aranos was going around trying to get with every woman in the party, like some guys did, and it seemed like he genuinely liked the brusque Warrior.  Why, Martina didn’t know, since the woman was about as offensive as someone could be without deliberately trying, but she guessed she didn’t have to understand to let it go.
“You okay, Martina?” the red-headed Wizard was asking.  No, Sorcerer, she corrected.  He said there’s a big difference, I think.
“I’m fine,” she smiled.  “I have some solid intel, though.  Should we go back to the Library?”
“I can take you if you want,” Aranos nodded.  “The others have pretty much finished for the day.”
Martina glanced at the party members, who were starting to clear away the draeg corpses.  “I can go later,” she shook her head.  “I’ll help out here, and then I’ve got some news for everyone.”  She grinned at the Sorcerer.  “I’ve found a way into Zoridos’ palace.”




Chapter 18

Lily was pissed.  No, that wasn’t right; she was way beyond pissed.  She was super, fucking pissed, pissed enough to rip someone’s head off if she got the chance. She was so pissed that she’d just done something stupid, and she hated when she did something stupid just because her emotions got the best of her. 
That had pretty much been the story of her life.  She’d been royally fucked up, not her fault but there it was, and since then everything just made her so, damn angry all the time.  She tried to control it – she’d gone to therapists, taken the meds, talked it out in support groups – but nothing worked.  Whenever something triggered her, she lashed out, and later she’d spend weeks cursing her own stupidity.
One of her biggest triggers was losing control, and here she was, as out-of-control as she’d been any time in this damn game – although not in her life.  That damn Zoridos controlled all the undead in the city, thanks to its stupid necrotic zone, and now that she was one of them, it could basically make her do whatever it wanted.  Lily fought, of course.  Lily always fought, even when she knew she wouldn’t win.  She’d fought in that piss-smelling, sealed-up dungeon of a room that man had kept her in, every single time, no matter how much it hurt her.  She wasn’t going to be broken by some rotting corpse with a trinket it called a crown.
Still – fighting hurt.  A lot.  Lily shuddered as she remembered the pain.  No, it wasn’t pain; it was way beyond it.  There were other words for pain – agony, torture, torment – but none of them could describe what the thing had done to her.  Every fiber of her body had been on fire; every nerve ending, every tiny cell was shrieking at her and telling her to PLEASE MAKE IT STOP! 
But Lily hadn’t begged.  She’d cursed, she’d screamed, she’d promised dark vengeance – but she hadn’t broken.  She didn’t break then; she wouldn’t break now. 
Only she had broken, or been broken, she guessed.  And that brokenness – was that a word?  It should be if it wasn’t – that was what made her so angry.  That was why when the rage flared up in her, she couldn’t think, she couldn’t argue, she couldn’t resist.  She had to act; the rage had to be satisfied, or it would eat her from the inside.  She knew that, deep down in a way that she could never explain.  The only way to keep the hate from destroying her was to let it destroy someone else.
So, when one of her pets saw that idiot Martina hanging out, thinking she was all stealthy, Lily snapped.  Instantly, she blamed Martina for everything that had happened, although she knew that was stupid.  Lily had been the one to approach Martina, she’d been the one to lure the Ranger and her mangy Warrior to this city, and she’d been the one to urge them to bring Aranos to the temple.  It had been Lily’s idea, really – well, mostly, it had.  Morx had given her some nudges, but the decision had been hers, and hers alone.  She always took responsibility for what she’d done.
And it had all gone so perfectly.  The temple had been free of the city’s necrotic zone, just as Zoridos had agreed.  Aranos had come, as she wanted; the ritual required that she got killed by someone she considered an enemy, someone that she feared or respected.  Geltheriel counted just fine; every time she saw that elf girl, she could almost read all the torments Geltheriel wanted to visit on her in the woman’s eyes.  Lily respected Aranos, admitted that he was strong, just like her, but he didn’t scare her.  He had limits, lines he wouldn’t cross.  He’d kill Lily, but he’d make it quick.  Hell, he’d done that the first time they’d met.
Geltheriel, though, scared the shit out of Lily, even though she’d never admit it.  Geltheriel would cross those boundaries or break those limits if it meant getting to Lily.  That woman hated, the way Lily hated, and hatred was way scarier than anger.  When that woman had promised that one day, she’d make sure Lily met the final death?  She’d meant every damn word of it.
Lily wished her all the luck in the world, and damned if she didn’t mean it, too.
Of course, it had all gone tits up after that.  Zoridos had been playing her – fucking Morx had been playing her – and now, here Lily was, shackled to the lich-thing, not even able to leave the city without dropping to the ground, curled up in pain.  All her new power, and she was a fucking slave.  And to make it worse, not only had Aranos gotten away – they’d all gotten away, because goddamn Aranos had fucking planned ahead, too, and while she’d had her victory, he’d had his, as well – he’d hurt Zoridos.  Badly.  The thing’s hand was gone and didn’t seem to be coming back.  Its bones were cracked where they hadn’t been before, and it moved slower.  It was still powerful beyond Lily’s imagining, but it had felt pain, and that pain reminded it of death.
In a moment of clarity, Lily understood that while Zoridos was surrounded by undeath, real death terrified it.  It was afraid to die, afraid of what would come in the afterlife, assuming there was one for NPCs in the game, and that fear was what really drove it.  It had found a sort of immortality in whatever it had become, but it wasn’t eternal life so much as an endless reprieve from death.  Zoridos was basically spending its eternity fearing death, longing for life, and never really able to get it. 
Kinda like your sorry ass, if you think about it, a snide voice whispered in her brain.  Lily accepted what the voice said; it usually spoke the truth, and she couldn’t hide from truths just because she didn’t like them.  It was right, after all.  She was just the same as Zoridos.  She’d given up life for something she thought would be immortality, but really it was just keeping death away forever, and ever, and ever…
She shook off the morbid thoughts.  Lily wasn’t much for regret; she’d never seen a point to it.  She’d acted, right or wrong, and now, half the damn undead around the palace were out in the city, looking for the Ranger.  Lily was pretty sure she’d get away.  Martina was decent at Stealth, good enough that Lily hadn’t noticed her, but more importantly, Lily hadn’t been able to sense the woman’s life energy.  That had been a weird feeling: when she’d first gained her new form, along with yet another World’s first for being the first player to get a racial Evolution, Lily had been a bit overwhelmed by how she could feel the other creatures in the room.  They’d practically glowed in her mind, and a tiny part of her had felt a bit hungry for the energy that emanated from them. 
But not Martina.  Oh, when the woman was tied up on the altar, Lily had felt her just fine.  Now, though?  She felt like an undead, and if Lily’s pet hadn’t noticed the woman, Lily never would have known Martina was there.  It was a neat trick, and if the Ranger could keep it up, the undead would have a lot of trouble finding her.  The whole Life Sense thing was a cool Ability, but that was the problem with cool Abilities: if you relied on them too much, once you found someone who could shut them down, you were shit out of luck. 
If Lily had been able to think about it, been able to think clearly, she would have used the Ranger to send a message to Aranos.  Zoridos was powerful, but it was one of those villains that thought itself so powerful that it could act carelessly.  It had spoken freely around her, told her how it had brought down the city, how it created the necrotic zone, how it became so powerful.  That was stupid, but Lily knew it was doing it for a reason: it was rubbing its power over her in her face.  It had given her enough information to bring about its downfall, but she was utterly unable to use it. 
Aranos, however, probably could, and if he did – well, if Zoridos was weak enough, Lily would be able to use her new Energy Drain Ability on it.  She’d take its life, its power – and maybe even its crown.
Lily, Queen of Antas.  Yeah, that had a nice ring to it.  Now, how to get the damn info to where it could do the most good…
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Aranos sat quietly, pondering the information Martina had brought them.  The Ranger was currently in the Library with Geltheriel, looking at Advanced Class options and, apparently, doing some training.  It seemed that Martina had a bit of an epiphany while she was out in the city and had asked Geltheriel for advice.  The Shadedancer hadn’t minded guiding the woman a bit – as she’d told Aranos some time back, Rangers were the closest thing humans had to Keepers, and Aranos suspected the elf felt a tiny bit of kinship with the daywalker.  So, now, the two of them were training together, and Lily would message Hector when they were ready to return, just in case the Parmassae wouldn’t let them leave on their own.
He wasn’t really worried about the assault on the tower.  In fact, part of him wondered if that was a real thing or just a distraction to lure the party out into the open.  The fact was, they couldn’t hold the tower and this camp, both.  There simply weren’t enough of them for that.  At the same time, Aranos was a bit curious, himself, how far his Title’s power extended.  It said that any place he Redeemed was immune to further Corruption, but surely there had to be limits to that.  There had to be some amount of Corruption that would overwhelm what he’d done; otherwise, couldn’t he just go around, Redeeming everything in sight, until the Lands of Light were free of Darkness again?  Granted, that would take years and be boring as heck, but it was technically doable.
The only real issue was that if the tower was occupied, it wouldn’t work for them as a respawn point.  However, Hector and Martina’s respawn at their tower showed Aranos that if they did have to respawn, the AIs would find a way to keep them in the same region.  They’d probably just find themselves at a safe spot near the tower, rather than inside it.  At least, that’s what he hoped, because if Zoridos really wanted to take the tower, Aranos could only stop it by abandoning the city, and that wasn’t happening.
However, if Martina’s intel was right, they had something of a rare opportunity presented to them.  Lily and a large chunk of undead would be out of the city, presumably going out the main gates, while another large contingent of the undead were apparently guarding the Library or hunting for Martina.  He’d spoken with Silma, and the fenrin confirmed that something over a thousand undead were surrounding the Library, with a swarm of naktraps overhead.  Zoridos was making very sure that if the party was in the Library, they wouldn’t be coming out. 
And that was what gave them the unique opportunity Aranos saw.  Zoridos was hunting for Martina, thinking that everyone else was trapped in the Library.  It wouldn’t be watching as carefully as it should, wouldn’t be guarding the places that it might if it knew Aranos was free in the city.  And, it wouldn’t be watching its own back door, which is how Martina had gotten into the Treehome in the first place.  She’d found an old servants’ entrance, one that the undead knew about but rarely used, and one that led into a series of concealed passageways that eventually opened on the throne room, along with most of the other major rooms of the palace. 
Aranos didn’t want to pass up this chance, but he couldn’t make this decision himself.  He’d have to talk to the party, to see if they were okay with his plan.  It was likely that one or more of them would end up respawning, after all, but if they succeeded, they’d certainly make up any lost XP and then some.  Sighing, he lay back against the wall of the room, staring at the bubbling fountain, his mind whirling in thought.
“You are pensive tonight, Liberator,” a voice spoke beside him, and Aranos turned to see Rhys crouching next to him, a half-smile on his face.  “That is heartening; I have noticed that your best plans are often presaged by a bout of indecision.  One imagines that your plan involves some level of risk to us, and you are uncertain if you wish to put us into a situation that may lead to our deaths.  That is, if one were inclined to read the clues upon your face.”
Aranos snorted.  “I’m sure there’s a Bluff Skill.  Maybe I should learn it if I’m going to keep having these deep thoughts.”
“There is, yes.  It is based upon Charisma, so I never learned it.  While that Stat is not quite so abysmal for me as for the Lieutenant, mine is quite low.  I have simply never seen a need to improve it, and time has borne out my judgment.  I have yet to encounter a beast of Darkness that could be swayed by mere words.”
“I honestly haven’t tried.  My Charisma’s pretty high, so I guess it’s possible, but we haven’t really encountered anything I could talk to.  None of the urukkai seemed to speak Elvish, and I haven’t bothered to try and convince any of the lanohtars to put down their swords and walk away.  It never seemed like a good time, you know?”
“That would be quite the sight, Liberator,” the Druid chuckled.  “And could any accomplish such a feat, I suppose it might be you.  You have done much already in this city, have you not?  If you were to tell me that you were to attempt to convince Zoridos to set down its staff and quit the city, I would sigh, roll my eyes – where you could not see, of course – and then sit to watch as you charmed the qualintar with your words.  You have a disturbing habit of accomplishing what others would call impossible, after all.”
Aranos was about to protest, but he stopped and considered the Druid’s words.  That was the real problem he was wrestling with.  It wasn’t that he was worried about telling the party he intended to split them one more time.  It was that he couldn’t tell them why, and he was worried they’d balk at being kept in the dark.  He would have to ask them to trust him, and he wasn’t sure he’d earned that trust.
Yet, here Rhys was, basically assuring him that he had.  Even if the others didn’t agree, it was up to Aranos to convince them.  He’d been chewing on this idea for a day, now, and he was convinced it was the best chance they had – really, the only one he could see that didn’t bring the whole city down on their heads.  All he had to do now was make sure they saw that.  Hopefully, his Charisma would help with that.
The party spent the time waiting for Geltheriel and Martina to return training.  Saphielle took the fighter-type players out into the tunnel to work on their Weapon Mastery Skills – the guardswoman had training with one-handed, two-handed, and exotic weapons, and while she’d specialized with her spear, she knew enough to work with the relatively novice players.  Rhys and Meridian sat apart, working on their mana training together, which left Aranos to his own devices.  He wanted to do some Skill training, but he’d learned that it was difficult to rouse him from his mindscape.  Silma had been able to do it mentally, though, and thanks to one of his new Spells, he thought he could replicate that effect.
He walked out of the room and over to Saphielle, who was watching Phil and Hector spar with a critical eye.  “You must control your axe more, Warrior!” she snapped.  “The Spellsword is not a tree to be felled.  When you fail to connect or are blocked, you are unable to recover and leave yourself open for an attack!”
She glanced at Aranos as he stepped to her side. “They have made progress,” she murmured in a low voice.  “Yet, the Warrior still tends to flail his axe, relying on sheer Strength rather than the sharpness of his weapon.  I will train that out of him, though.”
“I don’t have any doubt of that,” Aranos smiled.  “I actually have a favor to ask you, if you don’t mind.  I’m planning on doing some Skill training, but Silma’s not here to wake me if we get attacked.”
“You wish me to wake you forcefully?  I can do that, although I do not think I will enjoy it.”
“Well, maybe as a last resort,” he chuckled.  “I’ve got a new Spell that will let me communicate mentally with someone else, and I think that you’d be able to wake me with it if it’s necessary.  Are you okay with that?”
Saphielle glanced at him a bit suspiciously.  “I will need more information, Aranos.  How will the Spell work?  Will you hear my thoughts or sense my emotions?  I have shared much with you, but I am not ready to share all.”
“Oh, no, nothing like that!  You have to direct thoughts to me if you want me to hear them, and the same goes for me.  You’ll only hear what I specifically send you.”
The woman looked relieved for a moment.  “Then that is acceptable.  Cast your Spell, and let us see how it works.”
Aranos laid his hand on her shoulder and gathered mind mana, weaving it into a simple lattice that stretched down his arm, into the woman, and touched lightly against her mind.  The pattern created a simple pair of conduits, nothing more, and when he drew his hand away, the link remained.  It was an odd feeling; it was as if there was a tunnel in Aranos’ mind, one that he could shout into if he wanted, but when he stopped paying attention to it, it seemed to vanish.  Can you hear me? He sent the thought at Saphielle, who blinked in surprise.
I am able to hear you, Aranos.  I presume you can hear me in turn?
Yep.  I’m going to go train, now.  Let me know if you need me.
I assume you mean, if I need you for battle, not other, more pleasant things, she sent back to him, and he could sense a slightly playful undertone to her words.  Although it might be interesting to try those other things with this active.  I could be less restrained, knowing that the others could not hear my words.  Perhaps we can attempt it this night?
Maybe, he chuckled silently.  Although if you’ve been restraining yourself so far, I’m a little worried what might happen.
As well you should be, my love.  Remember that I am a soldier, and while my direct experience in this area has been limited, I have overheard much that I choose not to repeat.
Aranos let that line of thought drop; he did sometimes forget that, at her heart, Saphielle was a soldier.  She’d lived in barracks for years, spent plenty of time on the battlefield, and had seen more death than he could probably imagine.  She wasn’t exactly sheltered from the seamier parts of life, since she’d been living them.  She’d apparently been keeping that side of her personality in check a bit; Aranos was suddenly intrigued to see more of it.  Maybe using the Spell isn’t a bad idea…
He shook off the stray thought and returned to the main room, settling into a seated position against one wall.  He closed his eyes and sank into his mindscape, where he walked over to his shelf of Skill books and grabbed the one for Leatherworking.  This wasn’t his favorite Skill – working with leather was pretty disgusting and more than a little smelly – but it was one he needed to improve, for the sake of his party members.  He probably wouldn’t ever get it high enough to fashion actual armor for Martina or McBane, but improving his Skill would make it easier for him to Enchant their armor and maybe repair it if needed.
As he trained, he focused on trying to figure out when he was doing real training, and when the AIs were giving him the memories of it.  It was hard to tell at first – they’d gotten pretty good at inserting memories, it seemed – but at one point, his trainer gave him a piece of poorly cured, nearly ruined hide and told him to make the best leather he could out of it.  Aranos could tell that much of that was real: it was something beyond the normal training and a chance for him to possibly go beyond what he’d learned by rote. 
He took his time with the hide, soaking it, scraping it gently, and soaking it again.  He carefully repaired small holes and tears with thin, white thread that would take the same tan as the leather later on.  He had to stretch it very gently to make sure it didn’t tear again, then resoaked it in a urine and alum solution that removed the last of the hair and flesh from it.  Once it was stretched again, he smoked it, softened it, and dyed it a bright blue that, he realized, sort of matched Saphielle’s hair. 
Throughout the days-long process, Aranos could tell when his experiences were real.  When he sewed the first couple of tears; when he carefully began scraping the hide; when he mixed the pigments for the dye. All of those were real moments, chances for him to succeed or fail on his own.  Once he’d shown that he could perform the task, it had been replaced with memories of completing it.  It was a complex process, as far as he could tell, but it gave him the chance to show his actual Skill and learning, which was probably how the AIs decided what sort of bonuses he got from the training. 
The Leatherworking Master had been mildly impressed with his efforts.  The thread he’d chosen had taken a bit more of the dye than he’d intended, and his trainer had to teach him how to carefully bleach those threads until they matched the hue of the rest of the leather.  He’d chosen to finish the leather with a wax that left it looking a bit hazy, meaning that Aranos had to strip that wax and apply a more suitable one.  In all, though, he was proud of his efforts; it was by far the hardest he’d worked at this Skill so far, and he hoped that would show in his Skill gains later.
He took the same approach to his Carving training, taking his time and putting extra care into the moments that felt more pivotal, from mixing the bath he soaked the wood in to carefully sharpening his tools.  He worked slowly, remembering Saphielle’s instruction to Hector: use the sharpness of the blade, not raw power to do the work.  It was a more laborious and painstaking effort, but at the end, the breadboard he’d sculpted looked much smoother and cleaner than any he’d made before.
He finished his training by working on his Arcane Lore and Battlesense, both of which were only a point away from leveling up.  When he was done, he checked his notifications to see what sort of gains he’d gotten from his more carefully targeted efforts.  He smiled as he saw that he’d gained 3 ranks in his Leatherworking and 2 in his Harvesting, bringing both to Student 6 – the largest gain he’d gotten so far in the Skill.  He’d gained similar boosts to his Carving, Battlesense, Leadership, and Arcane Lore Skills, which pushed all of them into the Adept ranks:
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Skill Boosts!
Skill Boost: Carving (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Adept 2
Expert Level Ability: Craft items of Fine quality, using wood up to Rare rarity.  You can craft items of greater quality by using wood of lesser rarity: for every rank lower of rarity you are using, the item’s base quality goes up one rank.  You can also use woods of greater rarity by sacrificing quality in a similar manner.
Arcane Lore (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Adept 3
Adept Level Ability: Identify items up to Rare rarity.  You have a chance to identify items of greater rarity equal to your [(Int / 2) + this Skill’s level], -10% for each level of rarity above Exotic.
Skill Boost: Battlesense (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Adept 3
Adept Level Ability: Blindsense - When you suffer a debuff that affects your senses, such as Blindness or Deafness, your Battlesense replaces those senses, offsetting any penalties you might earn from the debuff.  This functions only in combat, and once combat ends, the debuff penalties become active once more.  This Ability has a chance equal to double your Skill level to penetrate illusions or magical veils.
Skill Boost: Leadership (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Adept 2
Adept Level Ability: +1 max party member.  All party members gain a bonus to any Opposed Checks equal to half your Leadership Skill.
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Aranos was happy with the new boosts; he supposed that his new Carving rank meant that, if he wanted, he could try carving a Rough bow or staff from one of his Exceptionally rare wood branches – actually, thanks to his Artificer Title, it would be a Standard bow or staff – but he figured he’d rather wait and practice leveling the Skill up to Expert, first.  That would probably let him make a Fine or even Excellent quality item, instead, which would be plenty for his purposes. 
He spent a bit more time below his mindscape, floating in the river of power that fueled it, watching the interactions between the tightly spinning stream of Primary mana at the center of the torrent and the relentless flood of his Enhanced mana.  Tendrils of golden life and black void magic licked out to touch all of the Enhanced types, reinforcing his guess that each of those Enhanced aspects would combine with life and void in some way.  Other strands of primary mana darted out randomly to touch the others, primarily spatial and the melding of spirit and vital mana.  He resolved to look into those some other time; he didn’t want to sink too deeply into his aspects right now, since it would be easy to let the entire night slip past him.
He rose from his mindscape and, seeing that everyone was just finishing their training, but Hector didn’t seem to be looking for him, reached into his inventory.  He drew out the amulet he’d taken from the waystation outside Cendarta, which he’d failed to identify earlier.  He held the amulet up, carefully Inspecting it, trying to parse out the streams of data that radiated from it as best he could.  At the same time, he probed it with his Sense Mana Skill, feeling out the weave of the magic stored within.
The first time he’d tried identifying the amulet, he’d only sensed a tiny bit of mana radiating from it; now, he understood why.  The amulet was wrapped in Enhanced mana of every type, power woven tightly through it, with only a touch of life mana binding it all together.  Back then, he’d been unable to sense Enhanced mana directly, but now, the necklace practically blazed with power.  As he recognized the mana within it, a notification appeared before his eyes:
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Arcane Lore Success! 
You have identified:
Periapt of the Grand Martyr
Type: Necklace
Rarity: Unique
Quality: Artifact
History: This amulet was created during the Feast of Virnal, when the citadel of Cendarta was overrun by the Nightmare Horde.  It was used by Ilris Zylkian, the champion of that city to hold back the hordes when the walls were breached, allowing thousands of innocents to escape along the High Road.  It was thought lost during that battle, yet apparently it was borne away from the city and eventually made its way into the meager hoard of a nameless kerruk in a lost waystation.
Benefits: The wearer of this amulet can use its power to grant themselves a massive boost to their Stats.  When a charge is used, the wearer’s Stats – including LP, SP, and Stamina – are doubled for five minutes.  When the charge wears off, however, all of these Stats are reduced to 1% of their normal maximum and only recover through normal rest and healing.  
Charged Item: This item has charges that cannot be replaced.  Once its charges are used up, it loses its Enchantment forever.
Charges Remaining: 1
Unique Item: This is a unique item and cannot be replicated or Deconstructed.
Limitations: This item will only function for someone expecting to give their life for the defense of others.  Willingness to die is not sufficient to unlock this item’s powers; the wearer must believe they will die and be eager to do so if it means saving those others.
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He stared at the golden amulet for a full minute, reading and re-reading its description.  He was holding in his hands an Artifact from the Feast of Virnal, a unique item that could never be replaced.  The power it held was astounding, but the danger was equally formidable.  He could see why it was called the Periapt of the Martyr; whoever used it had to believe they would die by doing so, and in fact they’d probably be killed once its effects wore off.  If Aranos were to use it, for a time he’d be a magical powerhouse, but when the magic wore off, he’d have effective Stats of 1 or 2, which meant he’d probably be totally helpless.  This was the weapon of last resort, no question about it.
He returned the Periapt to his inventory with a sigh.  He’d love to have been able to Deconstruct it and replicate the effect, but since it was a Unique item, that wasn’t possible.  He understood why that was the case: if he’d been able to replicate that Enchantment, he’d have been able to make as many of these amulets as he wanted.  While the effects of it were dangerous, they were a lot less so for a Traveler, who healed all Stat damage upon respawn.  He imagined giving one of these to every Traveler in Eredain and leading them against creatures far too powerful for them – so long as they could kill the monster in five minutes or less, they’d be essentially unaffected by the backlash of it and would power-level the crap out of themselves.  Even if they didn’t, they would be back, fully healed, in a few hours, ready to try again.  This Enchantment was a game-breaker, no question about it.
After replacing the Periapt, he took out Lythienne’s flawed memory stone, gazing at it curiously.  The last time he’d examined it, it had rebuffed him fairly easily.  Now, he hoped his understanding of Enhanced mana would let him gain a greater insight of how the stone worked, if for no other reason than to allow him to create a counter to it.  The stone was deadly to use, stealing the target’s memories but also their life.  Only Lythienne had been strong enough to withstand it, but it had driven even her insane. 
He closed his eyes and reached gently out to the jewel with his senses.  The stone attempted to resist, but he could feel the shield of mind mana protecting it this time.  The lattice was expertly done, so tightly woven that Aranos knew he couldn’t replicate it – at least, not yet – but he slipped his mind along it patiently.  No construct was utterly perfect, not even one made by a Sorcerer of incredible power…
There.  His thoughts slipped into the tiniest crevice in the mana shield, a flaw so small that he’d never have noticed it a week ago, no matter how hard he looked.  He trickled a touch of spirit mana into the crack, pushing it wider and holding it open.  His mental probe slid into the depths of the gem, searching…
“Are you awake, Liberator?” Rhys’ voice yelled from right beside Aranos, startling the Sorcerer and jarring his concentration.  The tiny crack snapped shut, instantly severing his probing tendril and sending a brief spike of pain stabbing into his forehead. 
Aranos hissed in dismay and opened his eyes, his face angry.  When he saw the Druid standing over him, though, his expression clearly embarrassed and nervous, the Sorcerer sighed.  “Yes, I’m awake,” he groaned, replacing the stone in his pack and rising to his feet.  “What’s up?”
“Forgive me, Liberator,” the Druid stammered.  “I did not mean…”
“It’s okay, it’s not important.  Just a project I was working on, but I can try again later.  What’s going on?”
“The Warrior says that the rest of our party are ready to return, but the passage will not open for them.  Again, I apologize, but…”
“No, you were right to get me,” Aranos waved off the apology.  “What I was working on isn’t as important as letting them out of there.”  He stretched and walked over to the glass bubble, touching it with his hand.  Instantly, the face of a Parmassae appeared in it – whether the same one as before or a different one, Aranos honestly couldn’t say.  The spirits all sort of looked alike to him, really.
“Do you wish entry to the Library, Lord Evenshade?” the face asked calmly.
“Actually, I’d like you to let my companions return here, if you don’t mind,” he replied, not bothering to complain or ask for the Parmassae to let the party come and go as they pleased.  The ghostly librarians were polite, helpful, friendly – and as stubborn about who they allowed to access the Library as any creature Aranos had ever met. 
“Of course.”  The dome began to swirl and soften, and in a few moments, the crystalline tunnel appeared, with Martina and Geltheriel standing at the end, their mouths indicating they were chatting about something even though no sound reached through the tunnel to reach the others.
When the party was complete, Aranos stood up and cleared his throat.  “First of all, I just want to say that you guys were all awesome today.  Seriously, we did something today that armies failed to do repeatedly, and that’s pretty freaking impressive, if you ask me.”
“Gee, thanks Dad!” Meridian’s voice spoke up cheerfully.  “Does this mean you’ll let me borrow the car?”
Aranos grinned as a chuckle of laughter rippled through the group.  “Not you, sorry.  I just cleaned the backseat.”  The Travelers groaned and snorted at the comment, while the elves looked puzzled – all except for Saphielle, who frowned for a moment before nodding her head and smiling, clearly recalling his descriptions of cars and putting the innuendo together. 
“In any case,” Aranos went on, “I think we’ve got a really great opportunity, here, and we’re going to take it.  Tomorrow morning, we’re going to hit Zoridos at its palace and, hopefully, take it out for good.”
His proclamation was met with an astonished silence.  Geltheriel frowned at the Sorcerer.  “I am curious what opportunity you see that I do not, Oathbinder.  As well, I am wondering how we can expect to survive a confrontation with the qualintar when it defeated us so easily last time.”
“Two good questions,” Aranos nodded.  “Unfortunately, I can’t answer them for you.”  There was some muttered grumbling, but Aranos held up his hand.
“Let me rephrase that.  I want to answer them for you, because I have answers to both of those questions.  The thing is, I can’t, because if I tell you – you might tell Lily.
“Not deliberately,” he went on quickly.  “Lily’s got an Ability that I didn’t tell you guys about because, well, I didn’t think it would be an issue.  It’s called Dream Haunting.”  As he spoke, the faces of the elves went pale, but the players other than Phil looked confused.
Aranos sighed.  “Let me ask you a question, and you might understand.  How often do you have nightmares here in Ka?  Nightly?  Every few nights?  Was that normal for you back in our world?  Probably not.
“See, Lily has the Ability to enter dreams and change them, turning them into nightmares.  In those, she kind of controls the dream, and she’s been using it to get information from you all about what we’re doing, where we are, and what we’ve got planned.”
“Wait a tick,” Longfellow protested.  “I’ve had a few dreams like that over the past week.  Are you saying – that Lily girl was inside my head?”  Similar protests sounded around the room, and Aranos let them go for a minute or so.
“Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m saying,” he finally spoke heavily.  “I get that you’re probably pissed, and I don’t blame you, but I’ve got some good news.  There are ways to keep her out, and I’m Skilled enough at them that I can train you.  So, we’ll work on that.”
“Why didn’t you do it before, then?” McBane asked quietly, a cold edge to his voice.  “If you could keep her out of our dreams…”
“Because I didn’t suspect that until we faced her at the temple, mostly.”  Aranos sighed.  “When I was fighting with her, she all but told me she’d been haunting your dreams, but I thought it was a threat, meant to piss me off and make me act stupidly.  Still, she knew about Geltheriel’s Cleansing Quest, which made me wonder.  She’d also prepared the lanohtar at the tower with information about my spellcasting abilities, and somehow she’d been communicating with Zoridos without either Hector or Martina knowing.
“I put it all together this morning.  She’s been entering your dreams, getting information about what we’re doing, and using it against us.  She can’t get into my dreams, and Geltheriel and Silma are protected because of their bonds to me, but the rest of you are vulnerable.
“Even so, once I figured it out, I had to create a Spell that lets me train you, and I didn’t have that ability until after I Evolved.  I’ve worked out the Spell, now, but I’ll warn you; it won’t be super pleasant.”
The uproar rose once more, but Phil stood slowly.  “I have a question.  You told me before that when you’re traveling in dreams, you have to know something about the person you’re looking for.  Since Lily really only knew you and Geltheriel and she can’t do this to either of you, how did she find us?”
“She knew about you, brother,” Hector said softly.  The others looked at him, and he sighed and glanced at Martina.
“We talked about you,” the Ranger offered simply.  “A lot, really.  Liam asked for stories about our previous adventures, and we were happy to oblige.  Obviously, you featured prominently in many of them, and when he asked about you, we didn’t see any reason not to talk about you.”  She looked wryly at Hector.  “Some of us a bit more positively than others, to be honest.”
“That’s probably it, then,” Aranos nodded.  “Once she found Phil, it wouldn’t have been hard to locate the rest of you; proximity in the waking world usually equals proximity in the dreamscape.  And when you joined up, that gave her access to Saphielle and Rhys, as well.”
Aranos shook his head.  “It doesn’t matter, though.  I promise, we’ll start working on keeping her out tonight, but I doubt you guys are going to get the Skill in one session, much less with enough Skill to keep her out entirely.  So – I need you guys to trust me.
“I know it’s asking a lot, but I promise, I have a plan, and it’s a good one.  If it works, it’ll not only let us destroy Zoridos, it’ll free the entire city.  It’s risky, and there’s a likelihood some of us will end up respawning, but I’ve been thinking about it for days, and it’s the only thing I can come up with.”
Longfellow sighed and rubbed his head.  “Mate, I have no problem trusting you.  You said it yourself: we’ve done more in this city than whole armies, and that’s been mostly on you.  You tell me to jump, I’ll put air beneath my feet.”  His face darkened.  “This bit about that girl getting into my head, though?  That’s dodgy, and I’m not at all okay with it.”
“That’s something we should take up with someone else, though,” Phil interrupted.  “Aranos doesn’t have anything to do with that.  He’s asking us to follow his directions without explanation.  Does anyone have a concern about that?  Say it now, if you do.”
“It would be foolish to doubt Aranos at this stage,” Saphielle pointed out with a snort.  “We have all followed him to this city, into its depths, and faced its ruler at his orders.  This is a war, and we are his soldiers.  If he orders, we should follow.”
“Hooah,” Hector echoed.  “Tell me where to go and who to hit.  I’m in.”  He looked at Martina, who snorted.
“I went into Zoridos’ damn throne room at his say-so.  I’m not changing my mind, now.”
McBane sighed in frustration.  “I don’t like it,” he admitted.  “I hate being kept in the dark – but I can see why it has to be like that.  I’m fine, so long as you start working to fix this asap.”
“Well, then I guess we’re all on-board,” Meridian laughed.  “What, you thought I was going to argue?  I’m the healer.  I’ve been following orders since the very start.  I’m along for the ride.”
Aranos sighed in relief; he hadn’t been worried about his party, but he was concerned about the players.  “Okay, with that settled…”
“One observes that I have not spoken, yet,” Rhys interjected quietly, halting Aranos in mid-sentence.  Aranos froze, startled, and nodded for the Druid to speak.
“I find it interesting that the Liberator was aware of the Summoner’s Ability all this time and never chose to share it,” the Druid said slowly.  “Was he not aware of the danger a Dream Haunter can present?  Or did he believe that only he could have been the Wizard’s target?  Perhaps it is just that our welfare never entered his mind.”
“Druid, that is absurd,” Saphielle snapped.  “Aranos has given us ample evidence that he treasures our lives – including sacrificing his own to allow us to escape from Zoridos.  Have you so swiftly forgotten that?”
“Which begs the question if it is truly a sacrifice if one knows they will be getting what they have given back,” Rhys went on calmly.  “However, I will grant you that the Liberator is careful with our lives.  Yet, it is not our lives of which I speak, but our minds.  Tell me truly, Liberator, could you have taught us to protect our minds before this, had you considered it?”
Aranos pursed his lips but nodded.  “After we left the Stronghold, I suppose I could have. I could have taught you all how to Dreamwalk, which would have kept you safe from Lily.  I honestly didn’t think she would be targeting you, though, since at that point, she didn’t even know you or Saphielle existed.  Was I wrong?”
“It is difficult to say, is it not?  One of the properties of a Dream Haunter is that the nightmares they give are difficult to distinguish from ordinary ones, and their terrors fade with the dawn.  Nightmares are common in the Blightlands; were mine from the Corruption surrounding us, or from the attacks of this Dream Haunter?”
“It does not matter, Druid,” Geltheriel said quietly.  “My Oathbinder could not have taught us the Skill, despite his words, as he I heard him promise the High Dreamer he would not.  He has said that he has only been able to aid us since his Evolution – or do you ask him to dishonor his word?”
Rhys shook his head.  “I ask nothing of the Liberator.  I merely point out that he asks for trust, and it is only fair to question him and his motives before giving that trust.  All here have offered their trust freely, but I am more cautious with mine.  Do you begrudge me that?”
“Not at all,” Aranos smiled.  “There’s nothing wrong with being wary, or with considering every point of view.”  His eyes hardened.  “Here’s the thing, though, Rhys: trust is something that has to be earned, yes, but it also has to go both ways.  So far, I’ve led you to this place, I’ve done the best I can for you, and I’ve placed my trust in you to do the same for me.  I’ve had your back since before we left Eredain.  I’ve never once asked you to take my words on faith – but now I am. 
“So, the question isn’t just, do you trust me?  It’s also, can I trust you?  Can I trust that you’ll do your part, even though you’re unhappy with how things are going right now?  Can I trust that you’ll care for your fellow party members and look out for them, even if you aren’t sure I’ve looked out for you?”
Aranos stepped over to the Druid, who drew back, a flash of concern darting across his face.  “My answer to that, Rhys?  Yes, I do.  I do trust you to have my back, even if you’re mad at me.  I trust you to do your best for everyone, even if you’re grumbling at me when you do it.  You’ve earned that trust, and this one moment?  That doesn’t affect that in the slightest.  Your doubt here doesn’t shake my trust in you.”
Rhys looked at the Sorcerer steadily for a moment before sighing and hanging his head.  “I believe I said earlier that I had never wished for high Charisma.  I withdraw that statement, as I was in error.”  He looked back at the arcane wryly.  “You are correct, Liberator.  Just as I have earned your trust, so have you earned mine.   I am unhappy to discover that this threat hung over us all along and you never spoke of it, and perhaps we shall discuss it later.  But for the moment, lead, and I will follow.”
Aranos nodded at the Druid.  “Thanks,” he said simply.
“Okay, so now that’s actually settled – or did I miss anyone else?”
“What about Silma?” Longfellow called out.  “You never asked her!”
“He doesn’t have to ask her, Shortfellow,” Meridian replied.  “She’s immune, remember?  He can tell her whatever he wants.”
“Oh, right.  Carry on, then.”
“Okay, so I hate to say it, but we’re going to have to split the party again,” Aranos said heavily.  “I can tell you this much: we’re going to hit Zoridos from two directions at the same time.  Thanks to our scouts and what I found in the Library, I’ve figured out Zoridos’ weakness, and we’re going after it.”  He continued to explain as much as he could, leaving everything as vague as possible.  It rankled having to do it, but since he had no choice, he did the best he could.  At the end, he was satisfied that if Lily visited any of them that night, she’d learn nothing more than that they intended to assault the throne room. 
When that was done, Aranos looked at the party contentedly.  “Thanks for this,” he said feelingly.  “We might as well start working on training you guys right away, right?”
“Huh, you were right,” Hector grinned.  When Aranos looked at him in confusion, the Warrior added, “You know, when you said that everyone got some alone time with you.  I like an officer that stands by his word.”
Aranos laughed.  “I hate to disappoint you, but I’ll be working with – let’s see – I can handle four of you at a time, but to be safe, let’s stick with three.  Before we start, let me tell you what you’re in for.”  He took a breath.  “The Skill you’re working on is called Mental Resistance.  To gain it, you have to resist an attempt to enter your mind.”
“So, you’re going to try and enter our minds?” McBane asked skeptically.  “How is that better than what Lily did?”
“Well, for one thing, I’m not going to torture you for information.  That’s a big difference, right there.  For the other, the Spell I’m using doesn’t let me read your mind or your thoughts.  It does, however, let me control your bodies.” 
“What are you planning to do with our bodies?” Meridian asked archly.  “I mean, I’m usually up for anything, but…”
“I won’t actually use the control,” Aranos assured them quickly.  “If I gain control, then you didn’t resist me, and I’ll let go and start again.  There’s no need for me to do anything more than that.”
The party members looked nervous, but Saphielle walked forward.  “I am ready,” she said simply.  “I trust you, Aranos, and if you tell me this is the best way to keep that Summoner from my mind, I am ready.”
“I’ll go, too,” Phil added quickly.  “Maybe if everyone else watches the two of us, they’ll be more comfortable.”
Aranos nodded.  “Go ahead and sit down,” he told them.  “Close your eyes.  Now, when I cast the Spell, you’re going to feel it, because I’m not going to try to be subtle about it.  It’ll feel like a worm or a snake trying to wiggle its way into your head.”
“So, what do we do?” Phil asked a bit nervously.  Aranos winced inwardly as he recalled that Phil wasn’t particularly fond of snakes. 
“Imagine a wall around your mind,” Aranos instructed.  “When I try to enter, push back with that wall.  Refuse to let me enter.  You’ll need to push with everything you’ve got, or it won’t work.”
The first time, predictably, both of his subjects failed to resist his Spell.  He didn’t even feel an ounce of resistance from either of them as his mental probe slid into their minds and seized control of their bodies. He let go at once, and both of them took a deep, shuddering breath.
“That was – weird,” Phil admitted.  “When you did that, it was like I was pushed off to the side.  I was trying to fight back, but it was like trying to push a river out of the way with my hands.”
“I agree,” Saphielle nodded.  “I had no chance to erect a defense.”
“I’ll go a little slower this time,” Aranos assured them.  “If I go too gently, though, you won’t get the Skill, any more than you’d get Sword Mastery for stabbing someone who stood there and let you.”
“I understand the concept, Aranos,” Saphielle grunted.  “I simply need more practice.  Begin again.”
They kept at it for nearly an hour before Aranos finally felt resistance from Saphielle.  He pushed against her defenses, and he smiled as she pushed back, holding him out.  He could have broken through if he’d tried harder, but that wasn’t necessary, yet.  “Good job,” he told her.  “Did you get it?”
“I did,” Saphielle said wonderingly, staring at the air in front of her.  “Truly, that is the fastest I have ever gained a new Skill.  I received Mental Resistance – Trained, and at Novice 5.  Learning from an Expert has granted me a bonus.”
It took two more tries for Phil to get the Skill, after which the others were happy to join in.  Aranos worked with three at a time, using his Multi-cast Ability to infiltrate all of their minds at once.  Each failed, at first, and each took around an hour to gain the Skill.  He continued until they had all gained the Skill except Geltheriel, who had a similar but more powerful Ability from her Oath to him.  When the training was finished, almost three hours later, most of the party went straight to their tents to rest.  Only Saphielle remained awake, and the Warrior came and sat beside him.
“You will be keeping watch tonight,” she said quietly.  “And while you need little rest, even you need some, Aranos.  I will guard you while you get what rest is needful.”
“Thanks,” he smiled at her, a bit relieved.  While he didn’t actually need to sleep, he did need two hours of uninterrupted meditation to avoid getting a Fatigued debuff.  The others in the party had either forgotten about that, or – more likely – Saphielle had told them she would take care of it.  He looked at her fondly for a moment, a smile creasing his face.  The woman lacked diplomacy, certainly, but that wasn’t the same thing as a lack of concern or caring.  Aranos guessed that people made that mistake about her a lot, thinking that her abrupt nature indicated that she didn’t care about anyone’s feelings but her own. 
He knew, though, that they couldn’t be more wrong.  Saphielle had dedicated her existence to helping and supporting others, whether it was remaining in the background so her sister could excel or choosing to fight the Darkness as a guardian of others rather than a fighter who actively sought battle.  Everything about her screamed of how she placed the lives and cares of those around her far above herself.   Anyone who couldn’t see that through her lack of tact, he decided, wasn’t really paying attention.
He leaned over and kissed her gently, the first time he’d initiated any sort of intimacy with her.  Her eyes were startled for a moment, but they gleamed brightly as he gently touched her face.  “Seriously, thank you,” he said with feeling.
“For what are you thanking me?” she asked, a bit puzzled.  “Standing guard for you is surely no great sacrifice.”
“No, just for being you,” he smiled at her.  “I appreciate that you don’t try to be anyone else.”
“That would be utterly foolish, as I can only be what I am,” she shrugged.  “Yet, I am grateful for the thought.”
Aranos kissed her once more and leaned back against the wall, delving once more into his mindscape.  He spent the next two hours expanding the area of the mindscape, adding more SP into his hanging Spells, and practicing his newest Spells to raise their levels a bit.  The day ahead of the party promised to be a difficult one, and the training helped keep his mind off it. 
After he rose from his mindscape and let Saphielle go rest, Aranos spent a couple of hours doing his physical training with the training crystals.  He wouldn’t be getting any Stats bonuses from the training today, thanks to his new race’s penalties, but hopefully he should be getting two points tomorrow.  If he missed the training tonight, he’d have to start back at the beginning and only get one point tomorrow. 
In the midst of his training, he got a message from Silma that Lily and a large force of undead at least a hundred strong had left the city through the front gates.  Aranos grinned at that news – taking the Summoner out of the equation vastly improved his plan’s chances for success, since he had a feeling that Lily might realize what was happening before Zoridos did.  
When his training was finished, he spent the rest of the night Enchanting.  He’d had an idea for a new type of weapon that Longfellow or Martina might be able to use, one that would help make up for the fact that he wasn’t going to be with them in their battles tomorrow: exploding arrowheads.  It was a fairly common item in most games, and they weren’t terribly difficult for Aranos to Enchant. 
He created a few different types of arrowheads and bolt tips – he didn’t honestly know if those were called heads or not.  Most unleashed explosions of fire or light mana that would damage everything in a 10’ radius or so.  He made a few with hauratite cores that held a larger mana charge and thus gave a much wider explosion, plus he fashioned several pure hauratite, blunted heads that were filled with gravitational mana and would create a brief gravity well, drawing everything nearby into it.  Those would be harder to aim, since the spatial mana in them gave them a tiny wobble that Aranos couldn’t eliminate, but he figured they would make the other arrows much more effective.  Finally, he crafted three large arrowheads that would cast his Radiance of Life Spell; he couldn’t get those into a crossbow point, since the Enchantment was too complex for that.  Martina would have to be responsible for using those to best effect.
In addition, he forged a pair of matching rings, linking the two with strands of spatial and mind mana.  He carefully etched matching runes into each, varying only the tinier supporting structures so that each ring’s focus was the other.  When he was done, the twin rings would allow their wearers to sense each other’s location precisely and to communicate mentally.  As a test, he donned one of the rings and tossed the other out into the hallway.  Sure enough, a beacon on his mental map glowed gently with the location of the second ring.  He reclaimed the ring with a smile; these would both make it much easier to coordinate the twin assaults tomorrow and be a failsafe in case things went horribly wrong for either group.
He moved to Spells next, creating a floating shield that was filled with mind, life, soul, and spirit mana.  That wasn’t easy, since the soul and spirit energies kept wanting to meld together into astral mana – and Aranos didn’t think it would be a good idea to create a shield that could suck his awareness from his body temporarily.  Still, he deemed it fairly necessary: he had to assume he’d end up battling Zoridos at some point, and that meant he needed a way to protect himself against a massive blast of necrotic energy like the qualintar had used before.  He didn’t think the creature would be joining the main battle if it could help it – if he was right about how Zoridos was sustaining the necrotic zone and itself for all these centuries, it wouldn’t want to spend any energy it didn’t have to – but if it realized what they were doing, it would move to intervene.
The resultant shield was a weave of life and mind mana that was carefully crafted to carry two strands of soul and spirit mana, circulating them through the shield without ever letting them touch one another.  He’d also had to work to keep the mind and life mana from joining, since apparently those two would also readily combine – something to look into another time.  He’d constructed the weave in a roughly layered fractal pattern that filled almost the entire space without actually having to touch each point in the shield; that saved him a fair bit of mana and made it easier to keep the mana strands separate.  When he finally finished, the resultant Spell seemed to be exactly what he needed:
[image: ]
Spell Created: Greater Mage Shield
Rank: Novice 1
Create a shield that is highly effective against magical attacks.
Effect: When you cast this Spell, a shield of mana shaped like a circle 8’ in diameter springs into being 4’ in front of you.  This shield can be moved to face any direction you wish; if it is not otherwise directed, it will always move to stay exactly 4’ in front of you in the direction you are facing. 
This shield will absorb damage from any sort of magical attack directed at you, so long as the shield is between you and the magical effect.  Its effectiveness is not reduced against Enhanced mana Spells or attacks, and it is effective against attacks that utilize mind mana.  While the shield is translucent, it has enough opacity to hold out light and dark-based attacks.  The shield absorbs damage from an attack equal to your [(Int -10) + Mana Mastery Skill + (Spell level x2)].  It also reduces additional damage by [(Int + Mana Mastery + Spell level)/5]%, rounded down.  The shield is 50% more effective against necrotic attacks.
If the Spell to be resisted doesn’t inflict direct damage, the caster of the Spell must make an Opposed Check to pierce the shield: the caster’s [Int + Mana Manipulation Skill + Spell level] versus your [Int + Mana Mastery Skill + Spell level of the shield].  Failure means the attack is totally held out; success means the attack penetrates the shield but has its effectiveness reduced as above.
Duration: 1 min + 10 s / Spell level
Cost: 111 SP, 58 mind, 62 soul, 74 spirit SP
Sometimes, the best defense is just a really good defense
+250 XP
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Aranos did some quick calculations in his head.  With his bonuses, the shield should stop about 400 points of damage from a regular magical attack, or 600 points of necrotic damage.  After that, it would reduce additional damage by about 40%, or 60% for necrotic attacks.  That wouldn’t have held out Zoridos’ overwhelming attack from before, of course – Aranos guessed that had to have done at least three thousand damage to punch through his armor and kill him instantly like that – but it would reduce the damage of that attack to less than a thousand points of damage.  Hopefully, his newly upgraded armor would handle the rest.
He closed his eyes and went through his plan once more in his head.  It felt sound, especially with Lily out of the city.  He ran it in his mind repeatedly, trying to see if there were improvements he could make, but he eventually forced himself to stop.  The plan wasn’t complicated, and that meant there wasn’t much that could be done to improve it; adding needless complexity also added more ways for everything to go wrong.  Keeping it simple minimized the chance of someone making a mistake and the ways that he could have made poor assumptions. 
As the dawn grew closer, he instructed Silma to return to the camp; part of him wanted her to go scout out his target, but he was fairly certain that would be a mistake.  It would be heavily guarded, of that Aranos had no doubt, and Zoridos had no doubt warded it heavily.  While Silma might be able to get through those wards, she wouldn’t be able to do so without tripping them.  That would utterly ruin his plan; the risk just wasn’t worth the advantage of having eyes on the target in advance.
The pieces were all in play, and Aranos was about to make his move.  He sighed, both eager and nervous for the sun to rise, and despite his promises to stop, ran through his plan once more in his head.
It was going to be a long couple of hours until dawn.




Chapter 19

Phil wasn’t at all happy with Jeff’s plan.  He corrected himself – that wasn’t true.  He didn’t know if he was happy with Jeff’s plan, because he honestly didn’t know what the plan was.  He knew what Jeff had asked him to do, along with the bulk of the party, and he personally thought it was a bad idea.  Yeah, Martina had found a back door into Zoridos’ palace, but assaulting the lich’s throne room seemed, well…suicidal.  Phil hadn’t been the only one to think this, and the party had been so concerned about it last night that none of them had made the obvious joke about entering Zoridos’ back door. 
Jeff had managed to talk everyone down, fortunately.  “Yes, Zoridos is powerful enough to wipe the party if it really wants to, but it won’t do that.  This is where you have to trust me.  It’s saving its power for something else, and it made a mistake taking us all out the other day.  It’ll probably rely on its minions to deal with you, and if it joins in, it’ll stick with regular spellcasting unless it’s really threatened.  You’ve all got the charms that will let you disjoin any Spells it casts on you, and I’ve given you all the best protection I can by Enchanting your equipment.”
“One observes that the qualintar has likely surrounded itself with legions of undead,” Rhys had pointed out.  “Even without its full powers, it could simply wear us down with sheer numbers, could it not?”
“Eventually, yeah, but if things go well, you won’t be fighting that long.  If we haven’t won in the first fifteen minutes or so, we’re not going to win, and you guys should pull back.” 
“How will we know if we’ve won?” Meridian had asked.  “I mean, will all the undead just fall to the ground or something?”
“You’ll know, trust me,” Aranos had said with a smile.  “But even if you don’t, Geltheriel and I will be in constant contact, so she’ll tell you if you guys need to do anything differently.”
He’d stood up at that point, and even Phil had to admit that the young man projected nothing but confidence as he spoke.  “We can do this,” he told them firmly.  “You guys are a great team, and we all know that a great team can take on challenges that should be far too powerful for them.  Fight smart, conserve your resources, and remember that you all have one another’s backs.  We’ve already succeeded where armies have failed, and we’ve all beaten enemies that should have destroyed us.  I know you guys don’t like being kept in the dark, but I’m putting my faith in you.  We’ve all got our parts to play, and yours is vitally important.”
Phil smiled remembering that moment; Jeff had grown a lot in the game.  The young man was normally quiet, diffident, and rarely sought out company.  He’d always been the man with the plan, but he’d relied on Phil to get everyone onboard with whatever ideas he created.  The figure standing in front of a group of players, using his words to turn them from reluctant to eager participants, was about as far from the nervous programmer Phil remembered as someone could get. 
Phil had seen reports of things like that from the Alpha tests, but he’d dismissed them.  Games like this were often a way for a person to safely be someone they always wished they were, a chance to step outside of themselves.  He’d seen people acting out before, deliberately adopting a persona that let them do things they wouldn’t be able to do in real life.  It could be cathartic, and he’d certainly taken advantage of that in the past. 
Jeff’s behavior seemed different, though.  Phil knew the young man well enough to know that he wasn’t acting or putting on a show – Jeff was a terrible actor and tended to underperform any role he tried to play.  Jeff had actually become more confident, more assured – more charismatic.  At that thought, Phil’s eyes narrowed; he wondered how high the Sorcerer’s Charisma Stat really was.  If it was jacked up like his other Mental Stats, that might explain why everyone seemed so willing to follow him.  It didn’t explain, though, how the young man had changed to fit his heightened Stat – unless, of course, the AIs were messing with Jeff’s mind somehow. 
Phil shook that idea off.  He knew that the AIs had access to their minds, of course, but if they were deliberately affecting a person’s mind, the entire beta test would have been pulled by now.  Neo-dyne was being very careful and was worried about legal liabilities associated with both the pods and the game.  They wouldn’t let the computers go around rewriting people’s personalities, which meant that Jeff was simply thriving in his new role.
Phil’s eyes turned to Geltheriel, who walked at the edge of the group as they traveled through the tunnels, following Martina.  The elf Warrior was probably one of the reasons Jeff was doing so well; she seemed to bring out the best in him.  She was good at both encouraging him and reining him in, depending on the situation, and the two seemed to have developed some sort of sibling-like bond between them.  The woman acted like she genuinely cared about Jeff, and surely having that kind of support had to help boost his confidence.
That same concern, though, had the woman in a decidedly surly mood.  Jeff had insisted that she go with Phil and the others, taking only Silma and Saphielle with him.  It made sense: only Jeff, Silma, and Geltheriel really knew what his plan was, so one of the pair needed to be with the main group in case something changed or went wrong.  While Silma could communicate with Rhys, who could then translate for the party, that would have been a lot more awkward than just having Geltheriel go along.  The eminently practical elf hadn’t complained about the separation, but Phil could read her frustration in her face and eyes, and he felt a twinge of sympathy for her.
Martina was out ahead of the party, scouting the path and returning to guide them as needed.  The woman had an advantage over the rest of them: her Stealth actually worked against the undead, so she could sneak fairly close to them without being spotted.  She’d led them around several clusters of the rotting creatures already, since Jeff didn’t want them to engage in combat until they absolutely had to.  It made for a long and circuitous trip, but Phil thought he understood.  None of them really knew just how much control Zoridos had over its minions in the city; if it knew when they were killed or could see out of their eyes, a battle would alert the creature that the party was free of the Library and on the move. 
Beyond that, though, Phil had no real idea what the plan was.  They were invading the palace of a creature far too powerful for them and were supposed to pick a defensible spot near the throne room and start a fight.  He had no clue why they were doing that, but as he considered it, he guessed he didn’t really need to know why.  It all came down to whether or not he trusted Jeff, and there was only one answer to that question.  Phil had trusted the young man since almost the start; there was something special about him that Phil had recognized early on.  Jeff understood things.  He was smart, sure, but that wasn’t it; Jeff was great at taking what was in front of him and making sense of it.  He could reason out the why of things faster than anyone Phil had ever met, and he was great at using that information creatively. 
At the end, Phil realized, it was a question of faith.  Did he have faith in his friend, in his friend’s understanding and creativity?  If he did, then there was no point grousing about his lack of knowledge; faith meant he just had to accept what he didn’t know and do the best he could.  If he wasn’t willing to do that, why was he following a woman who’d hated him less than a week ago into the lair of the most powerful enemy any of them had seen in game?  Why were any of them?
Phil sighed and felt the frustration slide away from him.  He did have faith, not just in Jeff, but in his party.  They’d worked hard together, become a team, and Jeff was right.  They could do things that they shouldn’t have been able to, just by trusting one another and following their roles.  They each trusted the other with their lives – their in-game lives, to be sure, but that still required faith. 
Phil grabbed hold of that faith tightly.  They would succeed.  They would do what they came to do.  They’d win, somehow, against the lich-king.  He had faith. 
And deep inside him, a tiny spark burst into being, unnoticed by the Spellsword but glowing dimly in the depths of his being.
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Lily swore as she roused from her sleep and found herself surrounded by rotting corpses once more.  While she personally enjoyed being undead, she didn’t at all enjoy being around the damn things.  Most of the minions Zoridos had given her were mindless shells of hatred and hunger, and the few that had brains weren’t worth talking to.  They were too damn still – she’d ordered them to stop while she’d tried to Dream Haunt some of Aranos’ party, and they’d taken her literally.  Not one of them had moved so much as an inch while she’d been out, and they weren’t moving around, now. 
Most of all, though, they stank.  The undead reeked of rotten meat, old blood, and plain, old shit.  How they smelled like shit when, as far as she could tell no one in this game ever took a dump was beyond Lily, but there it was.  The damn things smelled like rotten, bloody shit.  And thanks to the Stat boosts she’d gotten from her transformation, she could smell each and every one of the damn things in all their glory.  Fucking Perception boosts suck, she grumbled silently.
Lily rose to her feet, kicking a jangshie that was too close to her and knocking it back several feet – high Perception might suck, but having a Strength Stat way over 50 was awesome.  The creature lay perfectly still, not even acknowledging the blow, and Lily sighed in frustration.   Be honest, you’re not pissed at these things, the voice in her head told her.  You’re pissed at yourself.
The voice was right, as usual: Lily was pissed at herself.  She’d managed to Dream Haunt several of Aranos’ party, although it had been a bit harder than it usually was, as if they’d been in some sort of warded area.  She wouldn’t put it past the Sorcerer to figure out a Spell like that, so she supposed that was totally possible.  The ward hadn’t kept her out, though, just made everything take a minute or so longer.  That wasn’t what was bothering her.
She was pissed because she’d been trying to pass a message on to Aranos through his damn friends, and it didn’t work.  Her Skill was great at learning information – for example, she’d discovered to her vast frustration that the party was planning a two-pronged attack on Zoridos and the damned palace, which was absolutely the wrong thing for them to do – but she couldn’t give her targets any information and have them remember it.  Part of her Skill was that her victims wouldn’t generally remember their nightmares the next morning, which was great when she wanted to spend the night cutting tiny pieces off someone in their dreams and not have them remember her the next day.  It also meant that anything she told them would be lost unless they beat her in an Opposed Check, which wasn’t likely since she had a shit-ton of bonuses to those. 
So far, Aranos and Zoridos were the only ones who’d ever beaten her in a Check – and, she supposed, that asshole Golloron back in Eredain, who’d seen through her shapeshifting Spell, at least before she’d returned from Haerobel.  She assumed that meant that the Elder couldn’t beat her at a Check anymore, though.  If the old Wizard couldn’t beat her, it wasn’t likely any of the players could, either, and that meant she couldn’t tell Aranos he was making a huge, fucking mistake.
She wanted to go back to the city and catch the asshole before he screwed up, but even the thought of disobeying Zoridos hurt like hell.  She might be out of the necrotic zone, now, but she was tied to it and couldn’t break free, no matter how hard she tried – and she’d fucking tried.  The problem was, as she saw it, now that she was undead, most of her magic had been tainted with void and necrotic mana, the same mana that Zoridos was using to bind her.  Trying to break its hold over her meant trying to overpower it with its own kind of magic, and she just wasn’t strong enough to do that.
Yet.
The voice in her head was strangely reassuring, and she grinned as she understood what it was saying.  She knew that players got powerful way faster than NPCs in the game, and that meant that she would get stronger a lot sooner than Zoridos probably guessed.  Even if Aranos fucked up and ended up getting his whole party killed, Lily would bide her time.  It might be a couple weeks or months, but she’d become strong enough and skilled enough to snap the leash Zoridos had on her. 
And when she dead, the dead king would fucking pay.
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Aranos hovered at the edge of the huge cavern in front of him, staring at the shimmering curtain of energy that lurked just beyond the edge of the tunnel he was in.  The pulsing, green barrier reeked of necrotic mana, a twin to the shield surrounding the city aboveground.  Aranos’ charms were effective at keeping the passive effects of the necrotic zone out, but they wouldn’t help against that shield.  He could punch through it, of that he was certain, but doing so would be holding up a big, flashing sign screaming, “Aranos is here!” for Zoridos to see. 
With his now larger wellspring of SP, Aranos also guessed he might be able to disjoin this barrier.  It was much smaller and less powerful than the one above, after all, and it would certainly be subject to a disruptive combination of life and spirit mana.  However, that would probably also alert the qualintar to their presence; Aranos’ plan rested on Zoridos not realizing how the Sorcerer was going to strike until it was too late to do anything about it. 
Beyond the barrier, ranks of undead stood, waiting in endless patience.  Aranos counted thirty of the creatures including three lanohtars, one armed with what looked like an ebon-bladed halberd.  It was enough force to stall any attack he might make unless he struck with overwhelming force.  As he’d suspected, Zoridos hadn’t totally overlooked this vulnerability, but with the qualintar convinced that the party was trapped in the Library, it hadn’t filled the room with undead – which it might have done had it suspected that Aranos was free to move about the city. 
He’d already empowered Silma and Saphielle as much as he could, boosting all of their Physical Stats, giving their weapons – and teeth – bonus restorative damage, strengthening the elf’s armor and shield, and laying a mind shield on each.  They were prepared for the battle ahead, but the time wasn’t right.  The party hadn’t entered the palace, yet, as they’d been forced to take a roundabout path to avoid any encounters with the undead that milled constantly underground.  Until they started their part of the plan, Aranos couldn’t do much about his part.  Well, except for one thing, he supposed.
He closed his eyes and reached his mana probe out to touch the curtain of eldritch, green light that shimmered a dozen feet away.  His mind recoiled at the vile touch of the necrotic mana, but he forced himself to endure it and slipped the probe into the shield, frowning as he did.  He recalled the ward surrounding the city; it had been a finely woven mesh of mana, one so smoothly and seamlessly done that Aranos hadn’t even considered trying to pry an opening into it.  Whoever had created that had been a Master or Grandmaster at spell-weaving, someone with much more skill and ability than Aranos had.  It reminded him, in a way, of the shell of mind mana surrounding Lythienne’s memory stone; both had been crafted by a caster far beyond Aranos’ meager talents.
He’d expected to feel the same thing from the barrier in front of him; after all, if Zoridos had spun the ward up above, surely this one would be of a similar quality.  However, the weave Aranos encountered was coarse, poorly crafted, and obviously the work of someone with a lot of power but very little talent.  It looks like someone tried to copy the ward around the city but didn’t know what they were doing, he thought silently.  Sort of like a person trying to reproduce the Mona Lisa using a picture of it and fingerpaints.  Heck, I could have done better than this!  That meant that either Zoridos had let one of its minions craft this barrier, or…
Aranos’ eyes narrowed as he realized what this probably meant, and he stored the information away for future reference.  It didn’t matter right now, except to make his job that much simpler.  Instead of having to waste precious minutes searching for a flaw in the spell-form he could exploit, Aranos was able to dive into the pattern of the barrier easily.  It was a simple enough Spell, although it took a ton of power; it gathered necrotic energy and channeled it into a multi-layered cross-weaving that would suck the life from anything trying to cross it – or empower any undead that did the same.  At the same time, though, it would blind the life-sensing Ability of any undead to anything on the other side; the three of them could probably stand right outside the wall and not attract any attention.
It’s really not that different from what I was originally trying to do with my Death’s Ward Spell, Aranos realized.  It’s a brute-force approach, using sheer power and not a lot of finesse.  That works because whoever crafted this had a butt-load of energy to work with, but it’s ridiculously inefficient.  What they should have done… 
He shook his head as he realized that he was thinking about offering his enemies spellcasting advice.  He put that thought aside and gently took hold of the strands of the Spell.  The weave was so loose and poorly done that shifting it was a simple matter; he could literally slide the strands past one another without a great deal of effort.  A few minutes later, he had opened a passage wide enough for Saphielle and him to pass through individually; Silma, being immune to necrotic damage, didn’t need any assistance, a fact of which she was happy to remind him.  He left the last couple of layers of the barrier intact so that the undead within wouldn’t detect them.   As far as he could tell, nothing he’d done had disrupted the barrier in a way that Zoridos could detect.  If he was wrong, he’d certainly know within the next minute or so.
We are entering the Treehome, Oathbinder, Geltheriel’s voice sounded in his mind.  Aranos checked his map; as he’d hoped, it had updated as Geltheriel traveled thanks to their linked rings, and he could see the path the party had taken.  It had wound through a fair bit of the southern part of the city; Martina had been busy in her explorations, apparently.  The party hadn’t stayed underground the whole way; they’d left the passages below and entered the main part of the city several times, probably to avoid undead, and had finally come out some distance from the Treehome.  Aranos had guessed that might be the case; while his presence showed that there were certainly passages under the Treehome, he doubted there were any tunnels exiting near it, just as no tunnels led directly to the Library.  That would have been a defensive nightmare if an enemy had infiltrated the city at any point.
He caught Saphielle’s attention and sent her a quick set of hand signals.  Party inside.  Saphielle nodded, understanding; sending the message to Silma was, of course, much simpler.  He continued to watch the group’s progress on his map.  They were moving through what Martina had guessed were servants’ passages, narrow corridors that linked every part of the palace but didn’t go through the main areas.  The Ranger had spotted signs of undead there but couldn’t tell how old they were, since her Tracking Skill wasn’t close to the level of Aranos’.  From how the party wound though the corridors, though, passing by what looked like straighter passages to their goal, Aranos assumed there were groups of the creatures moving around back there. 
Eventually, the dot on his map settled down just outside a large space and remained still for several minutes, and Aranos’ heart hammered in his chest.  This was where things could go wrong; if he’d misjudged Zoridos’ response, if there were more undead in the Treehome than he’d guessed, or if Zoridos spotted his absence, things could go south very quickly.
We are about to engage, Geltheriel’s voice said calmly.  We will require some minutes to be sure we have fully drawn the creatures’ attention before you begin.
I know, Aranos sent back.  Good luck, and don’t take chances you don’t have to.
We will do what we must, Oathbinder, just as you will.  May the gods smile upon us all.
Aranos sent another signal to Saphielle and crouched, waiting quietly.  His mind was racing, wondering what was happening, but his party status screen showed that while the tanks were taking damage, it was nothing serious and they were being healed just fine.  He closed his eyes, taking several deep breaths.
There was nothing to do now but to wait.
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Phil’s sword flared with brilliant orange flames, shearing the arm off a slavering jangshie as he slammed his shield into the creature’s chest, knocking it back into the swarm of creatures behind it.  As he did, an arrow arched over him and struck the chest of one of the towering vyrkas.  The arrow exploded with a ripple of energy, and the air in front of the vyrka twisted and distorted, looking as if Phil was seeing it through a spinning lens.  The undead within thirty feet of the creature flew from their feet and slammed into it, crushing one another in a pile of rotted flesh.  A crossbow bolt sped past and struck the mass of bodies, erupting in a wash of flame that cooked most of the creatures and seared the rot larvae jarred loose from the crushed vyrka.
“Good combo!” Hector shouted as his axe chopped through the knee of a looming ravant, dropping to down to where McBane’s twin swords could shred its vulnerable internal organs.  “I like those arrows!”
“We only have so many, though, so we’ll save them for good moments like that,” Martina called back as another, normal arrow flew past Phil. 
“Good call,” the Spellsword agreed as he blocked a blow from a huge, skeletal fist and responded by thrusting his blade into the ravant’s liver.  At least, he thought it was its liver; anatomy hadn’t been his strong sort.  “We might be at this for a while, so conserve where you can!”
“Kill them all!” Phil heard the dry, dusty voice of the lich-king rasp above the din of battle.  “Kill them and bring the Sorcerer to me!  I will devour their souls!”  The creature’s words rolled across the party, and Phil felt icy fingers of fear crawling along his spine.  There was no way they could beat Zoridos; it would do just what it said, it would eat their souls, somehow.  Would they even respawn after that?  They should run, now…
Phil steeled himself and shook off the mental attack.  “Stand fast!” he roared, slamming his shield into the draeg before him, sending the icy creature flying backward.  “We’ve got this, Ascendants!”  The other party members seemed to tense as his words hit them, and he sensed as much as saw them all resist the lich’s attempt to panic them.  
Deep inside him, the spark of energy blossomed into a white tendril of fire.  Phil felt a warmth in his chest, melting the last vestiges of the lich’s icy assault, and he renewed his attack on the undead in front of him.
“Thanks for that,” Hector said in a low voice as he swept his shield upward, catching a ghul under the chin and knocking its skull backward with a crack.  “I was about to break, there.  Whatever you did, keep it up.”
Phil nodded; he didn’t know how he’d rallied the others, but he was glad he’d been able to.  If they’d routed, the undead could have picked them off one by one.  So long as they held, though, they’d be fine.  They were in a good position, they couldn’t be flanked, and they had plenty of magical support behind them.  They could hold here as long as Zoridos itself wasn’t taking a hand – and just as Aranos had predicted, the lich was taking nothing more than a support role, mostly trying to hit the party with random debuffs.  It was content to let its minions do all the work, and the Ascendants could handle its minions just fine…
“Rhys!” Longfellow shouted from behind Phil, just as an explosion of fire and lightning erupted in the middle of the party.  Phil didn’t dare turn around, but his eyes widened as he saw Meridian’s LP bar drop to zero in an instant, her image graying out as she was sent to respawn.  “What the bloody hell?”
“One observes that perhaps this will encourage you all to retreat,” Phil heard the Druid’s voice, angrier and more desperate than he’d ever heard it.  “The Liberator has abandoned us, and…”
The Druid’s words cut off as Phil spun and slammed his shield into the elf’s face.  Rhys fell backward, his eyes clearly stunned, and Phil rushed at him, slamming the flat of his blade onto the top of the Druid’s head.  Geltheriel darted past him, filling the hole he’d left as Rhys dropped to the ground, unconscious.  Phil stood over the fallen Druid, his chest heaving and his eyes blazing fire. 
He betrayed us!  He killed Meridian!  Phil’s mind was a wash of anger, and the fire in his blade raged and took on a darker, blacker hue as he stood over the Druid.  Why?  Why would he do that?
Martina drew the mace from her belt.  “I’ll finish him,” she said grimly.  “You get back on the line.”
Phil stared at the fallen elf, a man he’d worked with, one he’d thought of as a companion if not a friend.  Rhys hadn’t been the most likeable person, but he’d been solid, steadfast, and he’d done his duty to the party so many times.  As Phil stared at the elf, he recalled Aranos’ words.
I trust you, he’d told Rhys.  Aranos knew things, understood things, and he’d trusted Rhys.  Phil could do no less.
“Tie him up,” he instructed.  “Gag him and blindfold him; use his own clothing if you have to.  We’ll let Aranos deal with him after this is over.”
“I hate to tell you this, mate, but this is over,” Longfellow said sadly, loosing another crossbow bolt.  “We’ve got no healers, and we’re not even close to done with the undead.  We need to retreat, try another day.”
Phil chewed the Archer’s words, but as he did, a certainty filled him.  “No, we hold,” he said firmly, gripping his sword, fire rising in his chest.  “We promised Aranos we would, and we’ll stick to that.  We hold, here.”
“Phil, he’s right,” Hector called back.  “No healers and a horde of undead…”
“WE HOLD!” Phil roared as his sword burst into a blaze of brilliant, white fire.  He spun and charged at the line of undead, slashing with his sword.  The white flames parted undead flesh with ease, carving through bone and rotted meat like swinging through air.  “WE HOLD, HERE!”
“We hold!” Geltheriel echoed, her shadowy blade slashing beside Phil’s, raining death among the undead.  Hector merely roared his battle cry and renewed his attack, his doubts seemingly forgotten.
The undead quailed and fell back as Phil pushed forward.  Light bathed them, and it took him a moment to realize that it was coming from him; his hands and face were glowing with a brilliant, white light that the undead seemed to fear.  He took a step forward and the light grew brighter; the front ranks of the creatures collapsed soundlessly to the ground and were still.
“Paladin!” Zoridos’ voice rang out as the creature suddenly appeared before them, green fire dancing in its eyes and swirling along its one remaining hand.  “You dare face me in my stronghold?  I will wring your life from you, but not before I torture your companions, slowly, and turn them into my slaves!”
“Sorry, not gonna happen,” Phil said quietly, all of his doubts gone.  They would hold – HE would hold.  He’d made a promise, and he would see it through, no matter what.  “We stand together, and we fall together – but we’ll take you with us.” 
The lich tilted its head back, and mocking laughter rang around the room.  “Slay me?” it asked disbelievingly.  “I cannot be killed, fool!  Nothing you can do can…”
The creature’s head snapped down, and its eyes blazed furiously.  “What have you done?” it shrieked, forcing everyone but Phil and Geltheriel to cover their ears.  “You – the Sorcerer!  The Sorcerer!”  The lich raised its hands, and suddenly it swirled into a cloud of dust and vanished. 
“Let Aranos know it’s coming,” Phil said grimly to Geltheriel, who nodded her head.
“What do we do now?” Hector asked, staring at the cowering undead.
“I told you: we hold,” Phil replied, hefting his sword.  “We’re not done here, yet.”
He strode forward, and his world filled with white fire.
[image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated]
Golden globes of fire flew from Aranos’ fingertips, slamming into the ranks of undead charging toward them, shattering bone and searing dead flesh.  Three of the child-like callicants weaved past his attack with supernatural Agility, rushing toward him, but an armored figure appeared in their path, slashing with a spear that burned with silver flames.  The callicants recoiled as Saphielle’s weapon swept through them, tearing their rubbery flesh.  Silma flickered into view behind the creatures, tearing at them with teeth that glowed brilliantly, and in a moment, the callicants lay still.
Aranos ignored this; he knew that Saphielle and Silma would hold the creatures back.  His job was to kill them, as quickly and efficiently as he could.  He held up his left hand, and a beam of brilliant, white light shot from it, scorching the undead as it touched their Corrupt flesh.  His Life Barrage faded as seven globes of white-hot fire shot from his right hand, landing among the undead and erupting in a wave of radiant flames. 
He gestured as one of the lanohtars began calling up a ball of dark, gray energy, and a stroke of lightning ripped from the ball of energy hanging overhead, slamming into the undead knight.  While the creature was immune to the stunning effects of Aranos’ Ball Lightning Spell, it wasn’t immune to the impact of a massive bolt of electricity striking its metal armor, and it was knocked off its feet, its casting ruined.  Before it could rise, Silma appeared before it, her weight bearing it to the ground as her teeth found the spot below its helmet and above its breastplate.  She tore at its throat, ignoring the savage blows it struck that rang off her metallic armor.  She flickered and vanished, and the creature started to rise, but Saphielle’s spear punched below its chin and tore through its brain.  It shuddered once and was still.
Half of the undead had fallen already, and the rest were staggering.  Aranos’ Spells had scorched and burned their flesh, and his Radiance of Life sapped their Strength every few seconds.  Only the two remaining lanohtars seemed relatively unscathed; one, holding a large, black mace and shield, was rushing toward Aranos, while the halberd-wielder stood back in the center of the room, unmoving.  It’s not letting itself be drawn away from what it’s protecting, Aranos realized.  Even if that means all of its minions are killed.
Aranos raised his hand and fired a Kinetic Bullet cloned into three at the charging lanohtar, which tried to raise its shield to block the projectiles.  The bullets leaped from Aranos’ hand with a sharp crack and slammed into the knight’s breastplate, punching through and leaving three holes clustered around the center of its chest.  The creature lurched as the bullets burst inside its chest cavity, ripping into its heart and organs, then flew backward as Saphielle seemed to almost fly across the room and slam into it.  It crashed into the wall with a clang of metal and fell heavily to the floor, but it rose to its feet and charged at the Avenger, its mace falling heavily on her shield.  The elf responded with a thrust from her spear that forced the creature to step back, then smashed her shield into it once more.  The lanohtar kept its feet this time but slid backward several feet from the force of the Warrior’s blow.
Aranos returned his attention to the staggering ranks of lesser undead.  He called Elemental mana to his hands and cast tiny balls of ice and flame that swirled into hail-sized chunks.  The Fire and Ice Spell ripped and burned the undead, shredding their flesh and tearing through the last few vyrkas and ravants still standing.  A pair of nurhuins glided along the floor toward the Sorcerer, but a beam of light shot from his hand and scorched the pair, causing them to swirl away into a black mist. 
Look out! Silma’s voice rang in Aranos’ mind, and he jumped backward, launching himself into the air as the halberd-wielding lanohtar’s blade crashed down where the Sorcerer had been standing.  Aranos fired a pair of Kinetic Bullets at the creature, punching holes in its helmet and knocking it back a step, but the undead knight shrugged off the twin impacts and held up its weapon.
“You were foolish to come here, Sorcerer,” the creature hissed as black flames raced up its weapon and bathed the blade in fire.  “My master was waiting for you, and he left his greatest underling to guard this place.”
Aranos didn’t bother replying but fired a blast of life energy directly at the lanohtar.  The creature held up its halberd, blocking the beam of golden light, which was absorbed into the black flames.  Aranos grimaced as he saw the flames grow more intense; the weapon seemed to feed on the life energy.  Well, that can’t be good.
He darted back as the lanohtar shot forward, raising a wall of stone in front of it as he did.  He heard the crash as the undead knight struck the barrier, but a moment later the black blade swept through the stone, bisecting it cleanly down the center.  The wall wavered and faded, and the black flames swirled even more strongly.  Strike that; the weapon eats magic.  Definitely not good.
The lanohtar raised its halberd but dropped to its knees as Silma appeared behind it, slamming into its back and savaging the open spaces at the back of its knees.  The creature swept its blade back at Silma, but the nimble fenrin leaped back, dodging out of the way.  The flames from the halberd darted forth, though, following the wolf and slamming into her.  Silma yelped as the fire scorched her face, but a moment later the flames winked out as her charm disjoined the magical attack. 
Aranos fired two more Kinetic Bullets at the back of the lanohtar’s head, again punching into its brain with little effect.  The lanohtar couldn’t seem to dodge or block the supersonic bullets, but it also didn’t seem to be getting hurt much by them.  It spun back to face Aranos, but before it could attack, a wooden shaft slammed into its chest, knocking it back a step.  Saphielle followed up her strike with a Shield Bash, but the lanohtar raised the haft of its halberd and blocked the Avenger’s blow.  The pair strained as each pushed against the other, but a moment later, the lanohtar heaved and for the first time Aranos had ever seen, Saphielle was forced back.
The halberd sped toward the elven Avenger, but she slid the attack along her shield and thrust with her spear.  The lanohtar dodged the strike agilely but staggered as Silma struck at its legs once more.  Saphielle’s spear darted out, punching into its eyehole, but the creature ignored the dreadful wound and slashed at Saphielle. The Warrior barely managed to slide the attack on her shield and thrust again with her spear, punching through its breastplate where its heart should be.  The attack had no more effect than the last, though, and once more the Avenger was forced to parry as the lanohtar renewed its assault on her.
Aranos began to call up an Energy Barrage but halted.  They’d inflicted heavy damage on the undead knight, but it was still battling as if none of its wounds bothered it.  Aranos’ bullets alone should have done well over a thousand LP damage, especially with them all being head shots.  Either the lanohtar had a massive LP pool – or there was something special about it that kept it from dying.
Aranos released his Spell and instead reached out with his Sense Mana Skill, probing the lanohtar and seeking the pool of vital energy that sustained it.  To his shock, there was no fount of power filling the creature; it was utterly barren of vital mana.  That’s impossible, Aranos protested mentally. Even undead have vital mana!  Every creature on Ka does…
Aranos paused and examined the creature once more as it continued its deadly dance with Saphielle and Silma.  The pair were holding the knight at bay, but only barely, and Aranos knew that wouldn’t last forever.  The two, living combatants would eventually tire and weaken; the undead would not.  At least, assuming it’s undead. 
As far as Aranos knew, he was right: every creature on Ka had a pool of vital energy that sustained it.  However, that wasn’t the only type of energy that could sustain a creature, at least not according to what he’d read about life spirits.  Unlike mortal or once-mortal beings, life sprites didn’t have vital mana; they were sustained entirely by a combination of life and spirit mana that kept them bound to this world but able to draw power from whatever realm they’d originated.  He assumed that the same could be true for other creatures – maybe even some sort of necrotic spirit.
There it was.  Aranos could sense the weave of necrotic and spirit mana suffusing the undead knight.  That’s why we can’t kill it; it’s not really alive.  It’s just a spirit of some sort inhabiting a mana construct.  LP damage won’t affect it at all.
Aranos mentally took hold of the lanohtar’s spirit core.  His first instinct was to pour restorative mana into it, degrading the necrotic mana in the core, but he didn’t think that would be enough to kill the creature.  It would weaken it, certainly, but not kill it.  Killing it meant nullifying the spirit mana inside it.  The thing was, Aranos wasn’t sure how he could nullify spirit mana.  The only way he knew to nullify mana was to add void energy to it, and he’d never done that with spirit mana before.  For all he knew, he might accidentally summon some sort of void spirit if he tried.  Fighting another monstrous spirit is the last thing I need right now…
Suddenly, his party screen flashed; Meridian’s LP bar had jumped to zero in an instant.  A moment later, Rhys’ dropped below 25%, and an unconscious icon appeared on his picture.  I don’t have time to figure this out, Aranos thought desperately. I need to take this thing down, now!
Heedless of the danger, he grabbed void mana and wove a lattice of it, creating a spiral that led down into the spirit core of the undead knight.  The knight stiffened as if it felt the touch of the alien mana on its core and spun towards Aranos, its halberd raised menacingly, but Saphielle crashed into its side and knocked it backward. 
“You are battling me, lanohtar!” she snarled, thrusting with her spear.  “I do not need his help to send you to eternal rest!”  The lanohtar roared at Saphielle’s taunt and sped toward her.  The Avenger abandoned any pretense of attack and focused on her defense, barely managing to ward off the creature’s blows.
Aranos forced himself to ignore the battle and finished building his lattice.  When it was complete, he poured spirit mana into it, converting his SP to match his guess of how much energy was stored inside the undead’s core.  The spirit mana swirled down the spiral, compressing more and more into the void mana as it did, spinning so tightly that it almost seemed to drill into the creature’s core. 
The lanohtar froze, its halberd held overhead, and slowly, almost painfully turned to gaze at Aranos.  The Sorcerer’s construct began to collapse, falling inward, rushing down into the core of the necrotic spirit inhabiting the blackened armor.  The creature tried to take a shaky step toward Aranos, but the shaft of Saphielle’s spear smashed down on its hands.  The knight howled as the halberd dropped from its weakened grip and clattered to the floor.
Aranos could feel the creature’s core unraveling as the spirit energy was drawn from the necrotic mass containing it.  The mixture of void and spirit he’d poured into it seeped into the tangle of energies, nullifying the spirit mana and leaving gaps in the construct – gaps that more spirit mana leaped to fill before being negated as well.  Energy was pulled from its body into its center and sucked out of it, leaving nothing but a necrotic shell behind. 
Bereft of the energy empowering it, the armored figure began to crumble.  Its gauntlets and vambraces shivered into fine powder, leaving it armless below the elbow.  Its boot-like sabatons gave way with a squeal of tortured metal, sending it crumpling to the floor.  Its armor continued to collapse as the energy within almost gleefully merged with the void construct Aranos had woven, crumpling into metallic flakes and rusty powder before their eyes until nothing but the helmet was left.  The glowing green eyes within the helmet guttered, dimmed, and winked out, and the last piece of armor fell to dust.
Zoridos comes for you! Geltheriel’s voice rang out in Aranos’ mind just as an explosion of wind, fire, and dust rocked the underground chamber.  Aranos was flung backward by the explosion but caught himself with his Massless Flight Spell, hovering halfway between the center of the room and the wall.  Silma slid back a few feet before digging her nails into the stone to catch herself, ducking her head against the blast of grit and air.  Saphielle simply raised her shield and endured the explosion stoically.
When the smoke and dust cleared, the skeletal form of Zoridos stood before them, its back to the pillar in the center of the room.  Its crown gleamed dully on its head, and an eldritch wind stirred its tattered, faded garments.  Green fire swirled around it, all except for the blasted stub of its missing hand. 
“Sorcerer!” it shrieked, and a wave of fire swept across the room, rolling harmlessly over Silma.  When it neared Saphielle and Aranos, it met a bubble of resistance and roiled against it ineffectually; Aranos’ charms were working.  As he’d suspected, Zoridos was hoarding its power, using only its own native casting abilities against them.  And, if Aranos was correct, those weren’t that significant.
“How dare you!” Zoridos continued, holding out its intact hand.  Arcs of black lightning raced at the Sorcerer but slammed into the Greater Mage Shield he raised, guttering out while shattering the shield.  It might not be a talented caster, but it’s still got way more power than I do.  I need to get it to use some of that up – without killing all of us, of course.
“You challenge the rightful king of Antas!  I ruled here before the Feast, and I will continue to rule long after you and your companions have withered to dust as my slaves!”  Balls of ebony fire roared from the caster’s hands, and Aranos quickly weaved a barrier of light-infused water using his Forge Mana Spell.  The flaming balls struck the barrier with an explosion of steam and bursts of gray light, tearing it to pieces but annihilating on contact with their opposite mana types.
“You’re lying, Zoridos,” Aranos called back.  “You weren’t king, here.  You weren’t even a very powerful Wizard, were you?  How did you convince the real rulers to let you bond to the Tree-heart?”
Zoridos froze, its hand outstretched, green firing curling around its digits.  “You’re perceptive, Sorcerer,” it almost purred.  “You’re correct; I didn’t rule here.  I was no one of great importance, simply a caretaker for the Tree-heart, one of many.  When the Feast came, though, I saw my chance: the Heart had been weakened by the assaults of the Nightmare Creatures, and the Elder’s bond to it was vulnerable.  I merely co-opted the bond, took it to myself, bound it to a necrotic core given to me by the Darkbringer herself!”
Spears of black ice leaped from the qualintar’s hand, but Aranos consumed them with a wall of white-hot flames.  The explosion of steam blinded him for a moment, but he called air mana with his High Mastery and swirled it from his eyes.
“How did you know how to do that?” Aranos asked dubiously.  “I mean, I can tell that you weren’t much of a Wizard.  It would have taken a ton of power and knowledge…”
“I had the knowledge,” Zoridos hissed, sending a wave of green fire roaring toward Aranos once more.  The Sorcerer wrapped a Death’s Ward about himself, holding it tightly, and the flames rolled past him, ripping his Ward to shreds but leaving him unharmed.  It’s all I can do to protect myself, he thought desperately.  I need it to get angry enough to use that Spell from before.
“Knowledge? You?” Aranos scoffed, shaking his head and deliberately putting on a contemptuous expression.  “I doubt it.”
“Oh, but I did.  Knowledge has always come easily to me, Sorcerer, and before this, the Library’s doors opened for me at will.  There is endless knowledge there, more than I could learn in a lifetime, in a thousand lifetimes! 
“You’re correct; the power needed to do what I did was far beyond what I could muster.  I was trapped in a pathetic, human body, then, unable to draw enough power to cast the mighty Spells my teachers hurled with abandon.”  The qualintar’s eyes flared bright green of a moment.  “They mocked me; oh, how they mocked me.  Never aloud, but I could read it in their eyes.  No discipline, they said.  Not enough Wisdom.  They thought I would amount to nothing; they were wrong!” 
As it spoke, it sent another wave of flames, these ebon-black, rolling outward.  Most of the fire belched harmlessly against the ceiling, though, and the rest was too diffuse to harm the party members.  It’s losing its focus, Aranos thought with satisfaction.
“I’d say they were right.  I’m guessing you tricked the Elder into giving you the bond somehow.  There’s no way you had the power to do it yourself.”  Aranos’ words were carefully chosen; he wanted the creature to be angry enough to strike at him, but not so angry it lashed out at all of them. 
“Lies!” the undead screamed, sending more arcs of black lightning slamming into the Mage Shield Aranos quickly raised.  A few of the bolts pierced the shield this time, though, dancing across his Arcane Armor and sending surges of icy cold racing through him.  Fortunately, his armor held off the damage from the attack, and his Fortitude Skill resisted whatever debuff the bolts should have given him.
“I gained the power myself.  It was a ritual, you see,” the qualintar almost purred.  “One very much like the one I taught the foolish Summoner, although far more powerful.”  The creature chuckled dryly.  “I suppose there was treachery involved, for the ritual needed souls, the purer the better.  So, when the Nightmare Creatures came, I volunteered to guard the children, to take them from the city through the tunnel to safety.”
Aranos felt a chill race up his spine as the undead continued.  “I was too weak to help defend the city, of course, but I made an excellent nursemaid.  That’s what they thought of me, you see.  Oh, they didn’t say it, but it was clear.  I was useful only as a caretaker, nothing more.
“I brought the children here, instead of the tunnel.  I told them they’d be safe, be cared for.  I gathered them around the Tree-heart, to gaze on its glory. 
“And then – I slew them.”  The qualintar sent a volley of fiery globes racing at Aranos, but in his sudden fury, the Sorcerer raised a shield of glowing ice.  The fire smashed into the shield, burned into it – and winked out.  The shield held. 
“I took their souls, you see.  They were the power I needed to wrest control of the Tree-heart and bind it to myself.  Their souls formed the link, tied me to the Heart forever, gave me all the power I could ever want or use.
“Or so I thought, until the Elders returned with fire and fury.  They burned me to ashes, blasted me into nothing…but I was reborn.”  The dead thing chuckled again.  “Oh, the look on their faces when I rose again.  They didn’t understand, but I taught them.  I took their souls, too, and their power, and with each death, I became more. 
“The city turned against me, but it was no matter.  I slew them all; every Guard, every Priest, every Wizard fell by my hand.  They killed me many times, but each time I returned.  They didn’t.  When the died, they joined me, became more fuel for my power.  The wiser among them joined me willingly, became the blackguards of my personal guard, and all others fell before us!
“Armies marched against me, but I had learned to raise the fallen, to turn my enemies into my slaves.  The barrier that protected the city was filled with my hate and shattered my enemies; the very air around them sapped their strength and added it to mine.  As they fell, they became mine, as well.  Just as you will, little Sorcerer, for I am invulnerable, indestructible, unbeatable!  I am Zoridos the Eternal!  Nothing is beyond my power!”
Aranos felt sick to his stomach as he listened to the qualintar and realized that he’d completely underestimated how horrific the creature was.  Aranos had guessed that the undead spellcaster had somehow used the Tree-heart to turn the city’s inhabitants into undead, but it had never occurred to him that it might have stolen all of those beings’ souls to fuel his powers.  It was as if Zoridos had turned the entire Tree-heart into a massive soul stone, just like the kind Aranos’ Soulbinding instructor had shown him a week or so ago.   No wonder he’s careful not to draw too much power from the Heart, Aranos realized.  He’s probably afraid if it’s weakened too much, the souls might escape.
“Nothing’s beyond your power?” Aranos said unthinkingly, his brain still trying to wrap itself around the thought of all that death, all those trapped souls – all those kids, sacrificed to this creature’s lust for power and respect.  “Can you clap?”
Zoridos hissed, and the Sorcerer heard Silma’s urgent warning in his mind, but Aranos forced himself to laugh.  “I can.  It takes two hands, though, and it looks like you’re missing one.  How’d that happen, again?  Oh, yeah, I burned it off and it hasn’t grown back.
“You know, I lost a hand once, too,” Aranos continued, pouring power into his armor and weaving the start of his shield as he did.  “Mine came back.  All this time, and you’re still just second-best, I guess.”
Green flames erupted around the undead Wizard, roaring in a pillar four feet wide that licked against the ceiling.  “I will burn you, Sorcerer!” Zoridos screamed, holding up its remaining hand.  “Let’s see you come back from this!” 
A torrent of emerald fire roared toward Aranos, a massive wave of flame that dwarfed the creature’s previous attacks.  Aranos slammed his new Mage Shield into place, dumping power into it, Overchanneling it desperately.  Might have overdone it, there, he thought with a touch of panic as the fire slammed into his shield.  The construct shuddered as the huge gout of flame roared across it, and Aranos could feel the cracks starting to form in it.  He gritted his teeth and put more SP into the shield, trying frantically to fill the holes, but he could feel that it was too late.  The cracks were widening; the shield was flexing beneath the assault. 
Aranos had gravely underestimated the power of the qualintar’s unbridled rage.  There was far too much fire for his armor or his Death’s Ward to shed.  When the shield fell – he was going to die.
He felt the last shudders of his Mage Shield as it burst beneath the qualintar’s onslaught as if it was in slow motion.  His careful plan had failed, because he’d made a mistake.  It was a small mistake, a minor error of calculation, but mistakes had consequences, and the whole party was about to suffer for this one.  Once Aranos was dead, Zoridos would go back to the throne room and finish off the rest of the players.  Without Aranos’ magical support, it wouldn’t even be hard for the undead Wizard.  The Lord Sorcerer closed his eyes and braced himself for respawn.
A flash of silver lit his vision, even through his closed lids, and Aranos’ eyes snapped open to see Saphielle, blazing with silver fire, standing between him and the qualintar.  Her shield surged with flames, pushing back the massive torrent, and her head was tucked down, her shoulder set.  Her helmet had fallen off at some point, and her blue hair swirled in the winds created by the clash of necrotic and restorative fires.  Aranos stared at her with awe; she was magnificent, beautiful, a figure of power, standing against the mighty flood of Zoridos’ fury.
As she glanced back at him, though, Aranos saw the strain in her face, and the deep sadness in her eyes.  “Finish this, my love,” she called, her voice barely audible over the roar of the twin flames.  Aranos opened his mouth to speak, but his voice caught in his throat as the green fire surged past her shield, engulfed her flames, and roared down upon her, burying her in its grip.  One last burst of fire erupted from her, tearing through the flames, and everything was still.
Everything except the crash of metal as Saphielle tumbled to the floor, burned almost beyond recognition.




Chapter 20

Aranos stared at the fallen Warrior for a moment before rushing to her side, falling to his knees and cradling her head, only barely aware that Silma had leaped to engage the faltering Zoridos.  The Bright Avenger’s blue hair was gone, burned away, and her smooth, pale skin was blistered and peeled, charred black in places.  Her armor had been scorched, the runes blackened and scarred by the enormous forces that descended upon her.  Her shield had warped and cracked; only her faymetal spear still lay on the ground, utterly pristine.
“It’s okay, Saphielle,” Aranos muttered.  “It’s okay.  I’ve got bandages, medicine.  I can heal you…”
The woman’s gauntleted hand rose jerkily up to touch his face.  “No, my love,” she whispered, her clear voice hoarse and liquid.  “I go to meet my sister, at last.  Our split souls will become one.”
“No,” he snapped.  “I can fix this, I can…”  He looked at the shattered woman, and tears erupted from his eyes.  “Why?  I would have come back.  Why?”
“Only you can finish this,” she whispered back.  “And I made a promise: no harm would befall you while yet I lived.  Thank you, my love.  Thank you for…”  Her voice stilled and her hand dropped from his cheek.  In his part sheet, her LP bar dropped to zero, and her picture went gray as her last breath shuddered from her chest.
Aranos’ heart dropped.  The world went still for a moment, as if everything in Ka had stopped to take a breath.
Saphielle was dead.
Zoridos was speaking, but Aranos couldn’t hear the creature’s words.  Silma’s voice spoke urgently in his mind, but nothing she said made any sense.  Even Geltheriel seemed to be shouting at him, but none of that mattered to Aranos.
Saphielle was dead.
That fact had become his world.  The beautiful, blue-haired Warrior had died.  She wouldn’t respawn, she wouldn’t be coming back.  She was simply gone.  She was gone, and there had been nothing he could do to stop it.  All the power he’d gathered to himself, all the Spells he’d created, all the training he’d done, and in the end, he’d been utterly powerless. 
Saphielle was dead, and he’d never told her he loved her.
You’re the only one who can finish this, my love.
The words cut through the fog in his mind, echoing as clearly as if he’d heard her speak them one last time. 
Yeah.  I’m going to finish this.
Power raged through him, demanding to be let loose, but he held it in.  Saphielle hadn’t died for him to be a fool again.  She’d given him a chance to end this, and he would, but he would only get one chance.  He refused to waste it.  He glanced down at the pristine, unbroken faymetal spear, and his eyes cast about for the ugly, black halberd the necrotic spirit had dropped. 
It was so clear in his mind.  He could end this, right now.  He could, but not as he was.  He needed to be – more. 
He reached into his pack and calmly took the Periapt of the Martyr from his pocket, placing it around his neck with utmost care and returning Sumeilain to his pack.  He understood, now, why an amulet like this had been created.  Sometimes, something was so important that you had to give everything over to it.  Some things just needed to be done, no matter the cost.  Saphielle had understood that, and now he did, too. 
Her last lesson to him.  Her last gift to him.
He touched the necklace, willing its power to activate, and instantly, energy raced through his body.  Fire raged in his veins; every cell danced with power.  He was indomitable, invincible – he could do anything he wanted!  With this much power, he could…
His eyes fell on Saphielle’s still body.  No.  You can’t do anything you want.  You’ve got a job to do with this, nothing more.  He took off the ring that linked him to Geltheriel, cutting off her voice instantly.  He needed to do this alone, and he didn’t want any of it spilling over to his Follower. 
He activated his Massless Flight Spell and his Gust of Speed.  Zoridos was still talking, but the creature hadn’t cast a Spell since Saphielle fell, despite Silma’s desperate attacks on it.  Aranos knew why; it was spent.  It had just enough energy left to keep its bond to the Tree-heart, and it couldn’t spare anything more.  Saphielle had done it; she’d given him this chance.  Now, he just had to take it.
The room blurred and his pack was torn from his shoulders as he launched himself forward with a cry.  What kind of cry, he didn’t know; it was rage and terror, sorrow and joy, hatred and love, all erupting from him at once.  His right hand snatched up the spear, while his mind reached out a tendril of telekinetic mana and grasped the halberd, bringing it swiftly to his hand.  With his enhanced Perception, he could see the startlement on Zoridos’ face as he soared forward, could read the surprise in its undead eyes.  The spear was warm in his hand, but the halberd was colder than ice.  Auril, his brain told him calmly.  It’s designed to drain mana.
Perfect. 
The twin blades darted forward as Aranos raced at Zoridos.  He thrust with both hands; his blows should have been awkward, but in the grip of the Periapt’s power, of his own icy rage, his aim was perfect.  The spear slid past whatever defenses the qualintar raised with ease as it punched through the undead’s cold, lifeless heart, while the halberd drove low and slammed through its gut.  Zoridos was driven back, pierced by the pair of blades, and slammed into the wooden pillar in the center of the room.  It hung there, impaled, unable to draw power to cast a Spell, but Aranos saw a look of disbelief cross its undead face.
“Is this your vengeance?” the creature cackled.  “I told you, Sorcerer, I am invulnerable and immortal!  Pierce me a thousand times, and I will…”
Aranos voice rolled through the room, humming with power as he spoke.  “I wasn’t aiming for you, Zoridos,” he said calmly, inclining his head toward the true reason he’d come here in the first place. 
The spear and halberd were both solidly buried in the center of the Tree-heart, and Aranos’ hands were on their hafts.  The qualintar screamed as it realized its mistake.  Its bony claw of a hand darted at Aranos’ throat, trying, perhaps to silence the Sorcerer before he could do what he had to.
It didn’t matter.  The thing was nowhere near as fast as Aranos’ will, his need, or his passion. It never stood a chance.
Golden fire slammed out of Aranos, tearing into Zoridos.  The undead screamed in agony as Aranos’ Needful Reclamation burst forth, but the qualintar wasn’t the object of the Spell.  Aranos released just enough power to reduce the creature’s remaining claw to dust, to crack its bones, to sear what little flesh remained to it. 
He wanted it to suffer.  He needed it to know pain and terror before it died. 
The flames around him darkened as his thirst for vengeance drove them toward the qualintar.  He would tear it limb from limb, he would make it suffer, he would burn it – like it had burned Saphielle. 
And would she thank you for that, pack leader? Silma’s voice broke calmly through the haze of his rage. 
Finish this, my love.
Aranos stopped, stunned, as he heard those words with perfect clarity coming from the Tree-heart.  Saphielle called him Redeemer; that had been how she’d seen him.  He healed the world’s hurts; he restored the Light.  He was a bringer of life, not vengeance.
If you do this, what will her death mean? 
With a sob of fury, Aranos withdrew the fire that licked around Zoridos, ignoring the cowering undead’s sobs of relief.  He channeled that fire into the spear, poured it into the Tree-heart.  At the same time, he pulled on the halberd, drawing the foul, necrotic energy from within the Heart, purging it of its Corruption.
It wasn’t going to be enough.
Aranos had known that, already.  He hadn’t used the Periapt of the Martyr to hurt Zoridos.  He’d used it because he knew that to heal the Heart, he’d have to give everything he had.  He reached down into himself, down into the core of his being, where all of his energies met.  There, in the very center of all that he was, he gathered every ounce of energy he could.  He pulled from everything that was in him – his desire, his hatred, his will, his weakness.  His love.  He drew on the Strength of his body and the strength of his mind.  He gathered all of that and more into his center, held it for a moment.
It was more power than he’d ever seen.  With power like this, he could obliterate Zoridos, even as empowered as the qualintar was.  He could shatter Lily, tear down the walls of Cendarta, storm the Bottomless Pit itself. 
Or he could honor Saphielle.  Finish this, my love.
He drove the power through him, through the spear, into the Tree-heart, and his mind followed behind it.  He could Redeem the Tree-heart, now, of that he was certain, but that would only leave the job half-finished.  She was counting on him, and he wouldn’t let her down.
The Tree-heart was filled with souls, as he’d feared.  Thousands, tens of thousands of souls screamed in agony and madness, all beckoning for release from their torment.  It’s no wonder Zoridos was insane, Aranos realized as the cacophony washed over him.  When you’re connected to a soul stone, you can feel the agony of the soul inside it.  If it was feeling this all the time, every second for hundreds of years, it’s amazing that it could even speak.
There were simply too many souls.  Aranos had never even tried to mend more than a single soul at once; now he was going to try to heal thousands of them?  It would break him, might even destroy his Ability to do this again.
And if that was the price, he’d pay it, because Saphielle had died at Zoridos’ hands.  That meant that her soul was in here, too.  He would never leave her to this torment, no matter what it did to him. 
He would finish this.
He gathered the power within him, channeled it through his body, and radiated it out into the vast cacophony of souls.  He comforted their pain, he calmed their fears, he healed their torments.  The energy rushing through him sustained him as his thoughts spread out, accepting their hurts, taking in their sorrows, delving into their madness.  Images of rage, hatred, and vengeance burned through his mind, but he responded with comfort, acceptance, and love. 
It was the last that finally drew her to him.
He knew her at once; he would have known her had there been a million souls, a billion.  Saphielle was unique, both flawed and perfect in her own way.  Despite her fears, her soul was whole, complete; she was her own person, not a dark mirror to her twin.  There, in that place between worlds, that time between moments, he held her one last time, let his love for her pour through her, and from her, into the entire Tree-heart.  It radiated out into the city, a golden wave of power that seared clean the Corruption and burned away the filth of undeath.  The enslaved minions of a forgotten caretaker burned to ashes in that light, their souls finally freed of their endless prison. 
He wanted to hold her forever, but he knew that wasn’t to be.  He embraced her as long as he could before letting her go, watching through tears of golden fire as her soul streamed away in a haze of blue radiance.  Maybe, at last, she’d get to see the gods she’d doubted, to confront them and demand her answers.
Aranos smiled.  He’d love to see that.
As the fire within him dimmed, he felt himself slipping from the Tree-heart.  His thoughts raced back down the spear and slammed into his body, sending him to his knees as agony washed through him.  His veins burned with fire, flames poured from his eyes and ears.  He’d never channeled that much power before, and doing it had ravaged his body.  A host of debuffs swam in his eyes, but he was having trouble focusing on them – really, he was having trouble focusing on anything.  The entire world was a blur, muffled and gray as if all sound and color had been washed out.  He tried to stand, but his muscles were simply too weak; even the effort to raise his head and look around was almost beyond him. 
He fell to the ground, and pain raged through his body as he rolled laboriously onto his back.  He was having trouble focusing, but he took a deep, shuddering breath – it was a strain to even breathe, for God’s sake! – and forced his mind to work. 
A moment later, he realized what was happening.  He’d used the Periapt, and now it wanted its due.  His Stats were probably down to one or two, naturally, but his Enchanted items should have pushed him back up to vanilla human levels.  He glanced down at his hand, searching for the Magus Armband that would boost his Stats by eight points.  His arm was blurry, and he struggled to lift it high enough to see, but in a moment it was clear.  His armband was gone.
That is not all that is gone, pack leader, Silma’s voice rang in his head, clear despite his apparently reduced Perception.  Every ring on your hands burst into flame as you cast your Spell.  Even your clothing is no more, except your undergarments. 
Aranos blinked in surprise at the fenrin’s words; first, that he’d understood them despite his heavily debuffed Intelligence, and second, that he’d lost every Enchanted item he’d worn.  Well, not all of them, he corrected, struggling to crawl toward the brown blob that he suspected was his pack.  Suddenly, a white, larger blob appeared, grabbing the pack and bringing it over to him.
You could have just asked, you know, the fenrin thought with exasperation.  Aranos wanted to smile at her, but he couldn’t.  There just wasn’t enough happiness left in him for that, right now.  Instead, he drew Sumeilain out and put it on with trembling fingers.  It took him a full minute to clasp it; his hands simply refused to follow his directions.  Finally, the haft snapped closed, and Aranos sighed in relief as the 25-point boost to his Stats brought him up to a tolerable level.  His vision cleared, his hearing sharpened, and his muscles stopped trembling as he rose to his feet.
Silma suddenly moved to stand beside him, a growl rumbling in her throat.  A moment later, a slow, clapping sound echoed through the room.  Aranos tensed as he saw Lily step out of one of the tunnels.  The Summoner looked much the worse for wear, almost as bad as Aranos assumed he did – although she was still fully clothed, at least.  Her hair was scorched and burned, her skin was blistered and blackened, and her movements looked slow and painful, even to Aranos’ vastly reduced Perception.
“Well done, Aranos,” the woman said, her voice harsh and gravelly.  “I’m honestly fucking impressed.  You tricked me, didn’t you?”
“What do you mean, Lily?” Aranos asked tiredly, not really wanting to deal with the Summoner right now but not sure what he could do about it.  His max SP had been crippled, and even if he could cast a Spell or two at her right now, it wouldn’t have enough oomph behind it to do more than annoy the woman.  He supposed being polite was his best option – that, and slipping his last Enchanted piece of jewelry on his finger.
“I knew you’d figured out that I was messing around in your friends’ dreams – I mean, I pretty much told you I was because there wasn’t a damn thing you could do about it – but I had no idea you’d lie to them to make me think you were going to attack the throne room.  I have to say, that’s the kind of deviousness I’d expect from, well – me, I suppose.”
“I didn’t lie to them,” Aranos sighed.  “I told them what you were doing and that I wouldn’t be telling them the whole truth.  All you would have heard was that we’d be assaulting Zoridos from two fronts at once.  You just assumed both of those would be the Treehome.”
Lily stared at him for a moment before bursting into laughter.  “You know what?  You’re right, I did assume that.  That was fucking clever!”
“Thanks,” Aranos muttered.  “Is there something I can do for you?  I’m not really in much of a chatting mood right now.”
“Yeah, I saw that the blue-haired girl didn’t make it.  Sorry about that, but they’re just NPCs.  It’s not like they matter, right?”
“She matters to me,” Aranos said softly. 
“Oh,” Lily said, her eyes widening.  “It’s like that, is it?  You dog!  Tapping an NPC?  That’s kinky!”
“You wouldn’t understand,” he shook his head.  “In fact, I’m guessing you’re not even capable of understanding, so there’s no point in explaining.  Like I said, is there something I can help you with?”
The woman’s eyes narrowed, and he could sense her anger rising, but she seemed to put it aside with a casual shrug.  “Normally, I don’t like being told I can’t understand things,” she said flatly.  “But you just did me a huge favor, so I’m going to let that slide.  See, when you killed Zoridos, you also freed his hold over me – and, incidentally, took out every undead in the city.  Talk about XP out the ass, right?”
“I’m glad I could help you,” Aranos smiled, sending a quick burst of his slowly returning SP into the ring on his finger.  Fortunately, he’d planned ahead, and a little was all that was needed.  “What are you going to do with your new freedom?”
“Well, I was thinking about killing you, but that feels…ungrateful, I guess.  So, I think I’m going to spare you, but I’m going to need you to get the hell out of my city.”
“Your city?” Aranos laughed.  “You think that after all that, I’m just going to give this place to you?”
“I don’t think you have much choice,” the woman growled, taking a step toward him.  “You look like shit, Aranos.  You obviously spent yourself taking out Zoridos.  You’re running on fumes.  So, how are you going to stop me from taking the Tree-heart myself?”
“You’re right, Lily.  I’m pretty much out of juice.  I can’t stop you.  Good thing, I suppose, that they can.”  Aranos gestured, and Lily spun quickly to see the remainder of Aranos party step through a hole in space, beyond which led to a now-pristine, fully restored throne room.  The party looked battered, tired, and beaten, but except for Meridian, they were all there.  Aranos frowned as he realized that Rhys was bound, gagged, and blindfolded.  What the hell happened?
“Is there a problem here?” Phil asked lazily, touching the hilt of his sword.  As he did, a dim, white glow rose from his hand, touching the battered undead Summoner, who hissed and drew back as the smell of scorched meat rose from her flesh.  Well, that’s interesting, Aranos thought.  Kind of looks like something a Paladin could do.  Go Phil!
“How did you all survive?” Lily rasped.  “Never mind; it doesn’t fucking matter.  You all look half-dead; you really want to face all of my summons right now?”
“You don’t look so great yourself, Lily,” Aranos chuckled.  “In fact, you kind of look like a huge wave of restorative mana tore you up inside and out.  I’ll bet your Stats aren’t much higher than mine right now.  But hey, if I’m wrong, go ahead and summon what you’ve got.”  His eyes narrowed.  “I’d rather go out fighting than give anything to you.”
Lily swore furiously for several long moments.  “You asshole, you think it ends here?” she finally coughed hoarsely.  “That bitch was only the first one of your friends to die…”  The woman’s words choked off as Saphielle’s spear, gripped tightly in Aranos’ telekinetic Spell, slammed into her throat.  She reached up to grab the weapon, but before she could, Geltheriel’s fist smashed into her face, knocking her onto her back.  The woman’s sword flashed, severing first one, then the other of Lily’s hands.  The Shadedancer stood over the crippled Summoner, placing her foot on the fallen woman’s chest and grasping Saphielle’s spear.  With a quick yank, Geltheriel tore the blade free in a shower of black blood and rested her shadowy blade against the Summoner’s neck.
“Before you start going off making threats, Lily, let me tell you something,” Aranos spoke, walking to stand over the woman, his voice simmering with barely controlled rage.  “I lost someone today, and in turn I destroyed a creature that had felled entire armies, one that mastered you with nothing more than a glance.  You come after my friends, and I won’t do that to you.”  He leaned closer to her.  “I’ll wrap you up in auril chains that will steal your magic and toss your ass down the darkest hole I can find, then fill that hole in.  You get to be an immortal undead, now; you want to spend eternity buried under tons of stone, trapped in the darkness without magic, forever?  Because I can do that.”
He leaned back, the fire leaving his voice.  “Or you go your way and let me go mine.  We’ll cross paths again, and when we do, it won’t be friendly.  That’s fine.  But don’t try to get to me through my party.  Because lady?  You mess with one of us…”  He glanced at Geltheriel, who nodded.
“Then you deal with all of us,” the woman said icily.  “Farewell, Traveler.”  Her blade slashed, just once, and Lily’s head rolled free of her body.  The woman’s form shimmered and faded a moment later as she was sent to respawn.
“Think she’ll be back?” Phil asked quietly.
Aranos started to shake his head but stopped and twisted his lips in a grimace.  “Yeah,” he admitted.  “Not here, though.  She won’t respawn in the city, and despite her bravado, with the Tree-heart healed, she’s going to be badly crippled inside the walls.  She’ll probably go refill some of her summons, though, and wait for you guys on the High Road toward Stoneleague.  She meant it when she said she was going to try to hurt me through you.”  Tears welled from his eyes at his words, and he turned away from the Spellsword – Paladin, he silently corrected. 
As he did, Geltheriel was standing before him, her arms wrapping around him firmly.  Aranos stiffened for a moment, but a wave of sorrow overwhelmed him.  He buried his face in Geltheriel’s shoulder, clutching her fiercely.
Uncaring of the others or their stares, Aranos, Lord Sorcerer of Antas, wept unashamedly, knowing that his dearest friend wept alongside him.




Chapter 21

Aranos sat in a room high in the Treehome, staring out the window at the restored city below him.  He’d spent the last few hours meditating, allowing his heavily damaged Stats to slowly refill, and thinking about everything that had happened – while trying not to think about some of it.
He’d been a bit embarrassed when he’d realized that he was hugging Geltheriel in nothing but his underwear, but the Shadedancer hadn’t seemed to mind.  He wasn’t sure – using his ring as he had drained it of power and severed the link between them – but at that moment, he hadn’t really cared. 
Fortunately, Aranos never cleaned out his Storage Bag and still had the old, green tunic and brown trousers he’d spawned into the game wearing.  They were torn, battered, worn, and a bit stained, but they were certainly better than nothing.  He’d make something better with the hides he still had and his Leatherworking Skill later. 
Once Aranos was decent, he’d checked with the party to see how they’d handled the battle in the throne room.  He’d had some questions for Phil about gaining the Paladin Advanced Class, and his friend had been happy to explain.  “I think it was the tests.  The texts say that a Paladin had to pass tests of bravery, faith, and purity of heart, right?
“Well, I think I passed the test of bravery when Zoridos tried to panic us with a Spell, and I fought it off and rallied everyone.  I passed a test of faith when we were heading to the Treehome; I was doubting what we were doing, and I decided to put my faith in you and your judgment – and in the party to handle whatever came.  Finally, when I spared Rhys’ life, I showed purity of heart by granting him mercy.”
“Don’t Paladins have to be sworn to a God or something, though?” Aranos had asked dubiously. 
“That’s just one way to do it.  Divine casters can also draw power from an ideal, and that’s what I’m doing.”
“Okay, so what ideal?”
“Duty,” Phil had said solemnly.  “I promised you that we’d hold for you, and I saw it through.  We held.”
“That you did,” Aranos smiled, happy for his friend despite his deeper sorrow.  Phil had wanted to be a Paladin since entering the game, and it was awesome that it finally happened for him.  In a way, it’s probably better that it happened like this, Aranos realized.  It was something he earned, not something he was given by anyone else, and he’ll value it a lot more because of that. 
Aranos still wasn’t sure what he was going to do about Rhys.  He’d heard all about the Druid’s betrayal, and while he didn’t doubt the reality of what happened, he didn’t think that was the whole story.  Rhys had been behaving strangely for a while, and before he’d unlocked mind mana, Aranos might have written the Druid off as a simple traitor.  However, the idea that the elf might be under someone else’s control was something Aranos simply couldn’t ignore. 
Still, he didn’t want to delve into that until his Stats were fully restored, which wouldn’t be for another couple of hours. 
He and Geltheriel had been content to quietly comfort one another.  She’d known Saphielle for far longer than he had, and while the two had grown apart over the years, they’d managed to reconnect in his party.  Aranos had lost a lover, but Geltheriel had lost a lifelong friend. 
Silma eschewed going off scouting to remain near him, which he truly appreciated.  The wolf understood him in a way that no one else in the game really did, especially as the bond between them continued to deepen.  Having her around was comforting, and Aranos could use all the comfort he could get.
Defeating Zoridos and freeing the city had been a massive XP windfall for the party, even Meridian, despite the 10% XP hit she’d taken from dying.  The woman had returned understandably pissed, but the notifications about the results of their efforts had calmed her down a bit:
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Hidden Quest Completed: To All Things, An Ending
Objective: Free the Fallen Realm of Antas
Difficulty: S
Reward: 12,500 XP, Title, Title Upgrade, +250 Global Reputation, +500 Reputation with Lands of Light
Optional Objective: Free the souls trapped in the Tree-heart
Reward: Stat Bonus, Skill Bonus, Perk
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World’s First!
Your party is the first to defeat a Raid-level Boss!  As a reward, you each receive the Title “Slayer of Titans”!
Title Earned: Slayer of Titans
Benefits: You gain a 15% damage bonus when fighting enemies more than 10 levels higher than you.  You take 15% less damage when fighting enemies more than 10 levels higher than you.  Global Reputation bonuses are increased by 25%.
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Aranos’ “The Liberator” Title had been upgraded to “Grand Liberator”, giving him a 75% bonus or penalty to his interactions, depending on the Light/Dark alignment of those he interacted with.  The party members had each gotten the Title “Liberator of Antas”, which gave them each a 25% bonus to Charisma-based interactions with Lightborn creatures and a 25% penalty to interactions with Shadowborn.  Phil had also snagged the Title “High Paladin”, which boosted his Paladin Abilities by 10%.
McBane, Longfellow, and Martina had each taken their Advanced Classes and finally gotten their saved levels.  McBane had gotten a Class called Giantbane thanks to his new Slayer of Titans Title, and Martina had taken a Class called Duskstalker her Liberator of Antas Title opened up that gave her big benefits to Stealth, Tracking, and combat.  Both were Rare Classes, which made McBane happy.  Longfellow, on the other hand, grabbed an Exotic Class called Deadshot that gave him really big bonuses to his Archery Skills, along with access to simple Spells that improved his Archery even more.  Meridian and Hector were still holding off until Aranos had a chance to meet with them; since logout was tomorrow, Aranos promised them he’d help them out first thing when they came back into the game. 
Aranos wasn’t sure if Rhys got any XP or a Title, actually.  Until he figured out what was going on with the Druid, he honestly didn’t know if he cared.
The Sorcerer also had a slew of notifications that were just for him, most of which were combat logs that he barely even glanced at.  A few of them were important, though, and those he read carefully:
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Evolved Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Warding
Warding mana is a mixture of spirit and void mana.  It is deadly to spirit-based creatures and can be used to keep such creatures out of an area or return them to their own realm.
Associated Stat: Per
Requirements: Spirit mana unlocked, void mana unlocked, Per 75+ (50+), Mana Manipulation Expert+.
Using Warding Mana: Warding mana is typically used in two ways: to guard an area against intrusion by creatures from other realms, or to banish those creatures from Ka.  Warding mana, like spirit mana, is chaotic and difficult to control.  Because of this, it is often placed within specially prepared metals, minerals, or crystals to generate its effect.
Damage: You can only use Warding SP equal to double your Per Stat per hour without harm.  Exceeding this limit drains your Per: you lose 1 point of Per for every 1% of your max SP of additional warding mana you use.  This damage heals at a rate of 10% per hour of rest or meditation.  Warding mana requires the use of the energy of the void and thus does 1 LP damage per 2 SP of mana used.  This damage is negated if the caster’s Mana Control Skill is at the Master rank or higher.
Warding and Spirit Mana: Warding mana is the antithesis of spirit mana and will nullify 1 SP of spirit mana per SP of warding mana applied to any spirit-based Spell or construct. 
Barriers of Warding Mana: Creatures from realms beyond Ka have difficulty crossing a barrier of warding mana.  A creature attempting this must make an Opposed Check: the creature’s [Cha + Class level] versus the caster’s [Int + Mana Manipulation Skill + Spell level].  If the Check is failed, the creature cannot cross the barrier unless either its Charisma or Class level increase, allowing it to try again.  If the Check is failed and is less than or equal to 50% of what would have been required to succeed, the creature is banished to its own realm.
+450 XP
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Ascended Spell Created: Fire of the Martyr
Rank: Novice 1
Cannibalize your body to massively overpower any, single Spell
Effect: When you cast this Spell, you convert your vital essence into Enhanced SP.  Your current SP is boosted by 25% and further increased by 10 points for every Stat point you have (in every Stat), plus 2 points per point of LP and Stamina you have.  This SP is then channeled into a Spell you are currently casting, or the next Spell cast within 5 seconds if no Spell is currently being cast.  The boosted Spell receives a 100% boost to its Spell Power for every multiple of the base SP added.  Thus, if a Spell’s normal SP cost is 150 and you add 1500 SP to it, it would be boosted by [100 x (1500/150)] = 1000%.  If no Spell is cast within 5 seconds, the boost is wasted but you still pay the cost for the spell.
Cost: 95% of all Stats, SP, LP, and Stamina.  SP, LP, and Stamina regenerate at half normal speed.  Lost Stats heal 10% per hour of rest.
Special: This Spell can only be cast when the caster doesn’t expect to survive the current encounter and must be cast for someone else’s benefit.  The overwhelming energies of this Spell will destroy any worn Enchanted or Runecrafted items on the caster.
+500 XP
Everything I do, it’s all for you…
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New Titles Earned!
Title: Undead Bane
Benefit: You have slain more than a thousand undead in a single encounter.  Your base Reputation with all undead is now Hated.  If you have had prior encounters with an undead creature that gained you a Reputation with it, that Reputation drops by 5000.  Any undead viewing you must make an Opposed Check: the undead’s [Wis + Class level] versus your [Cha + Class level].  Failure means the undead takes a 15% penalty to all hostile actions against you or your allies for the duration of that encounter. 
Title: Heart-bonded
Benefit: You have bonded to a city’s Tree-heart.  This grants you the inherent Abilities of that city’s Heart and allows you to add effects to the Tree-heart’s area of effect.  At need, you may draw on the Tree-heart’s energy to heal LP or in lieu of SP or Stamina.
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Heart-Bonded
You have bonded a city’s Heart and have linked yourself inexorably to this city.  As the Bonded Ruler of this city, you gain benefits according to the nature of its Heart:
Heart of Antas
Heart Type: Scholarly
Bond Rank: 1
Active Radius: City walls
Inherent Heart Ability: 10% bonus to all Skill training within the active radius.  20% bonus to all Lore training within the active radius.  
Defensive Benefits: 50% resistance to Dark-based Spells, Abilities, or attacks.  
Current Energy Stores: 5,000/5,000 (+10 /day)
Current Draws: None
As the Bonded for this Heart, you can add additional effects to the Active Radius or remove non-inherent effects.  Doing so requires an expenditure of energy from the Heart’s Stores and may alter the amount of power the Heart regains daily. 
You also personally benefit from all of the Heart’s benefits, whether you are in the active radius or not.   If you leave this radius, though, all benefits are halved.
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Skill Boost: Soulmending (Redeemed, T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Adept 6
Adept Level Ability: You can mend multiple souls at once, so long as you have the SP and LP to do so.
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New Perk Gained: Selfless Soulmender
Benefit: You gain a 1% cumulative bonus to all Skills and non-damaging Spells for one hour after mending a soul.
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You have slain Zoridos, King of Antas!  7,989 XP Gained (63,912 split among party members)
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Your Companion has gained a level!
Current Level: 17
Per +6, Agil +6, Other Stats +4, +10 Stat points to assign
Your Companion’s End Stat has exceeded 50!
End: 53
Benefit: Gain 25% more LP per level (rounded down), LP regen increased by 25%.
Your Companion Bond has Deepened!
Effect: You can use your Companion’s senses as your own.  Doing so requires you to remain still and concentrate but lets you sense everything your Companion does, just as if you were experiencing it yourself.  You and your Companion now automatically sense all strong emotions in each other.
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 9
Current XP: 168003/171000
Int +5, Wis +5, Cha +5, +5 Stat points
Sorcerer Level: 15
Current XP: 106502/120000
Int +3, Wis +3, Cha +3, +3 Stat points
I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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Apparently, the combination of mana he’d used to kill the necrotic spirit had been a new aspect.  Aranos was now convinced that life and void energy would meld with every Enhanced mana type; playing with that was definitely one more thing on his list.  It seemed like an aspect that had very narrow utility, but Aranos imagined there was more that could be done with it than what the description said.  It could probably be used to counter certain divine Abilities or Spells, for example, or even to ward out magical effects that had some sort of spirit aspect to them.
His newly crafted Spell was massively powerful – probably the single most potent Spell in his inventory, all things considered, because it could turn even the simplest of Spells into an overwhelming attack.  He roughly calculated that he could do something like 10,000 LP damage with a single Kinetic Bullet empowered by the Spell, for example, or create a Fire and Ice Spell that did a couple thousand LP damage per second.  The limitations were equally stringent, though; he could cast it, but it would leave him all but helpless afterward, and he basically had to do it as a last resort to save someone else’s life.  He wouldn’t be casting it often, for certain, and if he did have to cast it again, he’d take his Enchanted items off, first. 
Now, he had to start all over again crafting things for himself, which in and of itself wasn’t that bad of a thing.  Most of his Enchanted gear had been created earlier on, when he was much worse at Enchanting.  This would give him a chance to create a suite of complementary items using his new Metallurgy, Faysmithing, and better Runecrafting techniques. He also had the book on High Enchanting from the Library he wanted to read more; that book hinted at ways he could more subtly weave his Enchantments similar to how he had started crafting his Runes.
For his new levels, he dropped all his points into his Charisma, which he decided was probably the smartest path from here forward.  After all, thanks to his racial Ability, he could shift his Cha Stat around to boost any of his Stats, something he honestly hadn’t used effectively to this point.  While his effective Charisma did give benefits to the party through his Leadership and Battlesense Skills, temporarily boosting his Int before casting a Spell or his Dex before a ranged attack would be useful.  It was something he’d need to practice so he could do it effectively in combat. 
At Silma’s urging, he’d dropped six of her extra points into her Str, bumping the Stat over 50 and giving her a 25% boost to her carrying capacity and bite damage.  The remaining four had been split evenly between her Agil and Per.
Despite his new Undead Bane Title, Aranos hadn’t actually gotten the XP for killing the thousands of undead in the city; he also hadn’t gotten any soul points for mending the tens of thousands of souls trapped in the Tree-heart, even though doing so had given him a 10-point Skill boost and an extra Perk.  He supposed that was fair, though; he’d already gotten a decent XP bonus for freeing the city, and giving him tens of thousands of extra XP would have pumped his character up maybe too far, too fast.  That didn’t even touch upon granting him twenty or thirty thousand soul points and sending his Mental Stats up into the thousands. 
As it was, his combined Class level was 24.  Phil and his party, except for Meridian who was still holding off on her Advanced Class, had reached level 11 in their Base Classes and level 3 in their Advanced Classes thanks to their accumulated XP.  Martina was at levels 10 and 2, respectively.  Only Geltheriel – who was a level 7 Shadedancer and a level 13 Keeper – and Silma were really close to him, level-wise.  Levels weren’t everything, but his ability to keep gaining XP through his hanging Quests and Spell creation was keeping the others from catching up.
The party seemed to be making plans to deal with that issue, though.  With Antas freed, it might be possible to clear the High Road all the way back to Stoneleague, and Aranos’ party members were making plans to do just that.  They had to return to the human city to complete their Quest, anyway, so they figured they might as well try to power level on the way back to catch up.
Aranos wished them well, but he wasn’t sure if he’d be traveling with them or not.  He still needed to get into the Vault and complete this part of Geltheriel’s Cleansing Quest, and he’d have to see where that led them next.  Plus, he wanted to try and move the Travelers from Eredain to Antas; there were more opportunities for adventure out here, the citizens of Eredain would probably be more comfortable without the Travelers around, and the players could basically pick and choose where they wanted to live in the empty city.
The notification about how he’d gotten Global Reputation meant that there’d been a server-wide announcement of some sort.  The odds were, everyone in Ka knew that Antas had been freed and that Aranos was now its Lord.  That would be drawing all sorts of attention, both friendly and unfriendly.  Stoneleague would certainly be interested in sending a delegation, as would the Elven Realms, and he wouldn’t be surprised if the dwarves showed up at some point.  The urukkai of Cendarta would probably be a difficulty, and of course, Lily would be floating around out there, somewhere.  Running a House had been a pain in the butt; he couldn’t imagine that ruling a city would be any easier.
That meant he needed allies, beyond the Travelers in Eredain.  He needed to make connections in the Elven Realms and Stoneleague, convince others to come settle in his city, and build up its defenses as best he could.  He also needed to try and establish a connection between Antas and the House of Stars, if possible.  It seemed like it would massively facilitate his travel around the Elven Realms if he could enter the House of Stars here and exit in, say, Eredain.  It would take him minutes to make the trip instead of days. 
You know it won’t be that easy, he reminded himself before his hopes got up.  If the elves could do that, they’d have just opened the House of Stars to everyone and let people travel as they pleased.  Or at least, they’d have replicated the system and made some sort of central travel hub.  I’ll have to dig into it more before I make any decisions.
Before any of that, though, there was still something that needed doing, and Aranos wasn’t totally ready to do it.  He still needed to get into the Vault and read Namethria’s works – he also understood that there would be some sort of matched item set for him there – but before he could do that, he needed to have a long chat with the Vaultkeeper.  Sighing, he rose to his feet and headed down to the main floor of the Treehome, where he found Longfellow examining his crossbows with a critical eye.
“Everything okay?” the Sorcerer asked, looking the mechanical weapons over curiously.  They looked fine to him, but he wasn’t an expert weaponsmith or bowyer, so he didn’t really know.
“Just need to upgrade at some point, is all,” the Deadshot sighed.  “My new Class lets me add magical effects to my bolts and crossbows, but it really only works well if the bows are higher quality and better materials.  These aren’t exactly rubbish, but they’re starter gear.”  The Archer chuckled.  “’Course, I can afford better now, can’t I?”
Aranos laughed as well; that was certainly the case.  When the party had taken the Treehome, McBane and Longfellow had set out immediately to see if there was a treasure room of some kind.  There was, and Zoridos’ vanity had led the creature to gather every bit of treasure from the city and lock it all inside.  It was a huge, piled mess, but it was enough money to keep them all in good equipment for a while.  Sadly, the various arms and armor in the Treehome’s armory hadn’t fared as well.  The Runecrafted objects had held up okay, but any mundane or Enchanted ones had rusted away or crumbled to sawdust long ago.  The necrotic zone that sustained Zoridos and its undead minions had also steadily eroded every solid object within it over the centuries, from the walls to the furniture.  Aranos’ Needful Reclamation had repaired all the stonework, refilled the underground water sources, and rebuilt the fallen structures, but crafting wooden furniture was beyond his Skills and the Spell’s power. 
“What about you, mate?” Longfellow asked.  “How are you holding up?”
“Badly,” Aranos admitted.  “Too much to do, not enough time to do it, and it’s hard to get motivated to do anything right now.”
“Understandable,” Longfellow nodded.  “Looks like you managed to get motivated somehow, though.  Where you headed?”
“The Library.  I still need to get into the Vault, and I’ve got some time before I can examine Rhys and – that other thing.”
“Yeah, I could stretch my legs, as well,” Longfellow agreed, rising to his feet.  “Mind if I tag along with you?”
“Well, you don’t have to,” Aranos hesitated.  He liked the ebullient Archer, but he wasn’t really in the mood to be cheered up right now, and Longfellow tended to be fast and loose with the wit.  “I don’t mind going alone.”
“I’m sure you don’t, and it’s not like there’s anything in this city that could hurt you, even if you did.  The thing is, alone is probably the last thing you should be right now, you know, so I’ll keep you company for a bit.”
Aranos looked askance at the Archer, noting the almost clinical way the man had said that last part.  “Are you a psychiatrist or something, Longfellow?”
“Something like that,” the man laughed as the pair headed out into the silent, empty city.  “Never would have guessed, would you?”
Aranos took a deep breath as they stepped outside.  The green haze filling the air was gone, now, replaced with simple sunshine.  Aranos realized that, if he wanted, he could probably use his Radiance of Life Spell to create an almost opposite effect in the city.  He could fill the air with restorative mana, empowering every living thing within it and harming any undead that escaped his purge and tried to re-enter the city.  That was another thing he needed to look into, though.  Zoridos had managed to keep the necrotic effect going by converting the power of thousands of souls into energy for the Tree-heart.  Aranos obviously wouldn’t be doing that, and until he understood more about his bond and how it worked, he didn’t want to play around with it.  Even now, he could feel the Tree-heart’s presence in his mind, a vast sort of awareness that both intrigued and terrified him.
“No, not at all,” Aranos admitted a moment later.  “I’ll be honest, I thought you might want to tease me about falling for an NPC to try and cheer me up or something.”
“Nah, I’d never do that.  I like to have fun, sure, but I know where the boundaries are.  And as far as being an NPC, well – I don’t know about that, mate.”
The new Deadshot rubbed his chin, his face lost in thought.  “You know that almost everyone brought in for the beta test was chosen for a specific purpose, right?” he asked the Sorcerer slowly.
Aranos nodded but said nothing.  He knew that the participants had been chosen, in part, because they all showed high natural connectivity to the Mark-I pod, but he assumed there were other reasons, as well.  For example, he guessed that he’d been chosen because, as one of the game’s programmers, he’d easily recognize flaws or logical errors in the system.
“Well, part of the reason I got picked was because of my work.  You’ve heard of a Turing test before?”
“Of course,” Aranos nodded.  “A test designed to see if an artificial intelligence can simulate human behavior.  Most computer scientists think it’s a bit of a joke, though.”
“Well, in a way, it is, yeah.  The original test was all about behavior; could a computer imitate a human well enough to fool another human?  A few programs succeeded in limited ways over the years, usually by adding human errors to their interactions.  We’re all programmed to assume that computers don’t make mistakes and humans do, so when you see them, you think you’re dealing with a real person, right?”
“Yeah, I’ve heard about that,” Aranos agreed.  “I’ve also heard that a sufficiently large decision tree with built-in errors that seem to crop up randomly can fool something like 50% of people.”
“You know a fair bit about it, then,” the Archer laughed approvingly.  “Well, let me just say that I’m heading a team working on much better variants of the test.  We’re using fields like sociology, behavioral psychology, and cognitive neuroscience to check not for specific answers to questions, but how the respondent answers, and how their answers make you feel.
“For example, very few machines can make you laugh unless they’re using pre-prepared jokes, and even then, they’re almost never well timed.  They can’t make you feel sad, or express sympathy very well – basically, they’re terrible at anything that requires human experience and emotion.
“I’ve run thousands of these tests,” the man continued.  “I’ve never had a machine come close to passing one.  The only time it’s sort of happened is when the human participant deliberately acted like a machine, and the interrogator thought they were both machines but that the computer was a bit more lifelike.”  He turned and stared at Aranos. 
“But Saphielle passed that test, flying colors, mate,” he said seriously.  “So do Geltheriel and Rhys.  An AI made you fall in love with it; not lust, but in actual love with its personality.  It made you want to be around it.  It made you feel so strongly that you’re being hit by mild depression from its loss.” 
He shook his head.  “Hell, I watched a bloody AI comfort you when you needed it, and it cried with you!  That’s not a decision tree that was just waiting for that moment.  I haven’t yet seen one thing that would make me think any of these characters – including the elf that betrayed us, by the way – were anything other than another human playing the part.  And I know what I’m looking for; that’s my job.
“So, no, I don’t think you fell for an NPC, Aranos.  I think you fell for the best, damn approximation of a human I’ve ever seen.  If I had to stake money on it, I wouldn’t know whether to bet if it’s just the most amazing personality replication in the world or an actual person stepping in to take the role.  I don’t blame you for falling for her; I had a bit of a crush on her myself.  Still kinda do for Geltheriel, although she also scares the hell out of me, so don’t tell her that, okay?”
“You think she doesn’t already know?  When have you seen something get past her?”
“Yeah, that’s true.”  The man frowned, looking troubled for a moment.  “There’s one more thing, though.  It’s about that Lily.  You know that she’s insane, right?”
“She does seem a bit crazy,” Aranos acknowledged, not wanting to admit how much he actually knew about the woman.
“No, mate.  Not ‘a bit crazy’.  I’m pretty sure that, if I tested her, I’d find she has a severe personality disorder and a history of manic-depressive behavior.  Her emotional responses are all wrong; she overreacts to things that shouldn’t upset her and isn’t bothered by things that should.  Plus, she doesn’t seem to have the ability to care about other humans, which is textbook sociopathic behavior.”  He shook his head. 
“The woman needs help, is what I’m saying, and you have to be careful dealing with her.  She won’t respond to things the way you’d think she will.  Did you see her face when you threatened to put her in the darkness for eternity?  We’d all be scared, sure, but she was utterly terrified.  Something about that concept resonates with her, and she’ll do anything – anything at all, including things that you and I would never even dream of – to keep it from happening.”
The Archer leaned close. “She’s also more than a bit obsessive and seems to have latched onto you.  You’re wrong in your guess about her; she won’t be waiting for us on the High Road.  She’s all about you.  The rest of us are incidental, and hurting us is only a means to an end.  She won’t be lurking about, waiting to ambush you, though.  She’s methodical.  This whole thing was planned out in too much detail for her to rely on random chance.  She’ll be working on her next scheme to hurt you, and she’ll have learned from this one.”
Aranos sighed and ran his hand through his hair.  He’d kind of hoped that Lily would get the hint and move on – he knew that she was afraid of the dark from their fight in the dreamscape, and he thought that maybe a threat like that would have backed her off.  If Longfellow was right, though, it had probably just increased her hatred of him and made everything worse.  “You know, part of me kind of prefers the snarky Longfellow to the super smart and competent one,” he half-complained.
The Archer laughed. “Yeah, don’t get used to it.  I’m this guy the rest of my life, but this is a game, isn’t it?  Here, we get to be the people we’d rather be.  In Singularity, I don’t have to worry about things, don’t have to analyze everything, and get to spend my time taking the piss out of the world.  It’s a lot more fun than being boring, old Dr. Samir, I can tell you that!”
They reached the doors to the Library, and Aranos shifted the metal mana sealing them shut, allowing him to push the twin portals easily enough.  The crystal dome was still in front of them, which Aranos belatedly realized was a good thing.  It would have sucked to walk all the way here and realize that the only entrance was still in their camp down in the escape tunnel.  Of course, just because the dome was still here didn’t mean the entrance was.
He touched the crystal, and to his relief, the face of the Parmassae swam into focus.  “Lord Evenshade,” the voice said deferentially.  “Do you wish entry to the Library?”
“For me and my friend, please,” the Sorcerer nodded, indicating Longfellow.
“Of course,” the Parmassae bowed its head, and a few moments later, the glass-lined tunnel spun into view.
“I’m going to the Vault,” Aranos told the Archer.  “Do you really want to wait for me here?  I can…”
“Yeah, they’ve got Skill books; I’m going to see if they’ve got some on Fletching and Bowyery.  Is that a word?  Feels like it should be.”
Aranos chuckled and entered the silent halls of the Library.  Following his wishes, one of the Parmassae led him deeper into the structure, through the myriad tunnels and eventually into the huge anteroom of the Vault.  The Vaultkeeper’s massive face swam in Aranos’ vision, and it appeared amused as it stared at the much smaller man. 
“Welcome back, Lord Evenshade,” the voice boomed before returning to a more normal register.  “Sorry, again. I’m still not totally used to speaking.”
“You’re decent at lying, though, aren’t you?” Aranos asked quietly.  He’d thought about how to handle this moment quite a bit, and he’d decided that bluntness was probably the best route. 
“Lying?” the Vaultkeeper repeated.  “And when did I lie to you, arcane?”
“When you told me there wasn’t enough power to open and close the Vault,” Aranos said flatly.  “I’m bonded with the Tree-heart, now; I know how it works.  The necrotic energy was being used to sustain the undead and the necrotic zone.  There was plenty of leftover soul energy that you could have drawn on.”
“Even if that were true,” the Vaultkeeper continued smoothly, “why would I lie?  I have no reason to keep you out of the Vault.”
“It wasn’t about me.  It was about you – you and Zoridos, to be precise.  You wanted me to take care of the qualintar for you, because you were afraid of it.”
“Afraid?” the Vaultkeeper laughed.  “I had no reason to be afraid of Zoridos, any more than I should be afraid of you.  As I said, magic doesn’t function within the Vault.  I could trap the qualintar within and watch it die…”
“You might be right that magic doesn’t normally work in the Vault,” Aranos agreed.  “But the energy of the Tree-heart does.  Even more than that; it binds you, doesn’t it?  Open the Vault to me, Vaultkeeper.  As the Bonded Ruler of Antas, I command it.”  Aranos felt a tiny surge of power roll out of him and swirl around the warden’s huge face, which had grown still and serious at once.
“Well done, my Lord,” the creature murmured.  “How did you know?”
“It was the only logical inference,” Aranos shrugged.  “First, killing Zoridos couldn’t have been a requirement for getting into the Vault.  I have a Quest to get inside there, and normally, destroying that thing would have taken an army.  Even if that was one way to finish the Quest, there’s always another, easier route.  If I’d just demanded it before, you’d have had to let me in, wouldn’t you?”
“Yes.  As the ranking member of the House of Stars and the highest-ranking elf noble in the city, you had the right to demand access.  You chose not to use it…”
“I fell for your trick, you mean,” Aranos corrected with a snort.  “As for knowing that whoever was Bonded to the Tree-heart could command you, well that was more of an educated guess, in all honesty.  Why would the elves summon you here and not give themselves the ability to command you?  Of course, they couldn’t make it so any of them could – what kind of Vault would it be if anyone had the key?  Once I recalled that you said the Vault was powered by the Tree-heart, it made sense.  If the Tree-heart powers it, then whoever controls the Heart controls you.  And, if the Tree-heart’s power was cut off inside the Vault, then there wouldn’t be any way to preserve whatever was within.  So, the Bonded Ruler couldn’t be trapped in the Vault, either.  That meant that Zoridos could have taken whatever it wanted, at any time, and you wouldn’t have been able to stop it.
“Here’s the thing, Vaultkeeper; I shouldn’t have been able to kill Zoridos.  I shouldn’t have even had a chance. So, what was the point?  Tell me.”
The Vaultkeeper sighed.  “Zoridos never knew that, as the Bonded Ruler of the city, it could access the Vault anytime it wanted,” he explained.  “It always demanded entrance to the Library, and the Parmassae have the right to refuse that to anyone – well, anyone who’s not a member of the House of Stars, that is.  If it had insisted on entering the Vault, though, I would have had to allow it.
“You were – an opportunity, I suppose is the best way to put it.  Your Title, the Redeemer, is a powerful one, and it was one that I don’t think Zoridos truly saw the danger of.  When you reclaimed this place, I could feel that it was permanent.  I assumed that you would do the same thing to the palace, the barracks, the Craft Ward – basically, that you’d go around reclaiming the city.  It was the logical plan of attack, after all.  That would have weakened Zoridos’ hold on the Tree-heart enough for me to be able to ignore it, and the Vault would be safe again.”
“No, it wouldn’t have.  Zoridos held that bond with the power of thousands of trapped souls, not through a connection to the city.  Unless the bond was broken or the souls freed, nothing would have weakened the creature’s power.”  Aranos shook his head.  “So, you sent me to my possible death over a gamble?”
“Do you think I don’t recognize a Traveler when I see one?” the Vaultkeeper laughed a booming laugh.  “Your life was never in any real danger, Sorcerer.”
“Other lives were, though,” Aranos said quietly.  “One of my companions gave her life to defeat Zoridos.  Someone who was very close to me.”  He felt anger rising in him, and he gathered a handful of warding mana, holding it up as a ball of swirling, deep purple.  “So, tell me now why I need you?  Why I shouldn’t banish you back to your realm this instant and just guard the Vault myself?”
“The Vault needs a keeper, my Lord,” the creature said softly, its eyes fixed on the glowing sphere above Aranos’ hand.  “But if you wish to banish me, do so.  I would welcome a return to my home.”
Aranos snorted.  “I’m a Traveler.  I know why people leave their own worlds willingly, and it’s not because they’re eager to go back.  You chose an eternity of guarding a Vault over whatever was waiting for you back there.  You wouldn’t have done that if you were anxious to return home.”
The Vaultkeeper sighed.  “I find myself no longer impressed with your insight, my Lord,” he grumbled.  “You’re correct, though.  My world is not a friendly or healthy one for me.  It’s a violent, turbulent place.  Remember how I told you that my race is able to affect reality directly with our minds?  Well, that gift runs stronger in some of us than others.  Those with stronger gifts basically enslave those like me whose gifts are weaker.  What I’ve been doing here is much like what I’d be doing back home, except without the torture and constant invasions of my mind.  So, you can imagine I’m not eager to return.”
Aranos nodded.  “Then you’ll let me into the Vault,” he ordered.  “You won’t lie to me again, even by omission, and you won’t allow me to do anything that would be dangerous to myself or anyone I care about while I’m in the Vault.  If you agree to those terms, I’ll let you stay.  If you break them, I’ll send you back and find another warden.  Are we understood?”
“Yes, my Lord,” the Vaultkeeper said heavily.  “The material you seek is within; I will guide you and answer any questions you have.  Please, enter.”
The massive doors parted, and Aranos stepped back to allow them to swing open fully.  Beyond the doors was a space far too large for the cavern in which they were standing.  A long, straight aisle of some metal Aranos didn’t recognize stretched before him, disappearing in the distance.  Shelves of the same metal stretched to the distant ceiling and reached out to both sides, vanishing from view and creating endless rows that beckoned to him.
“Welcome to the Vault of Antas,” the Vaultkeeper’s voice rolled throughout the space, seeming to come from everywhere at once.  A blue-green light suddenly flickered into being in front of Aranos.  “Please follow the light to your destination, the assembled works of Namestria.”
Some time later, Aranos escorted Longfellow back to the Treehome, carrying not only the precious books from the ancient, elven Wizard but also two complete sets of armor, one for him and one for Geltheriel.  He’d instructed the Vaultkeeper to lead him to the best gear made for those Classes that he and his Follower could wear, and the spirit had obliged:
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Arcane Lore Success!
Due to these items being a Quest reward, success was automatic.
You have received:
Robe of the Grand Sorcerer
Type: Armor
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: Magic Resistance +15%, Defense +60, Spell Power +50%, Spell Casting Speed +50%
Activated Effect: Aura of Reflection – Reflect all hostile Spells back at their caster for 30 s, once per day
Crown of the Grand Sorcerer
Type: Helmet
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: Int +10, Wis +10, SP Regen +25%, Spell Creation Speed +25%
Activated Effect: Nullifying Gaze – Disjoin a single standing magical effect with an Opposed Check: your [Int + Mana Manipulation] versus the caster’s [Int + Spell level].  Can be used once per day.
Staff of the Grand Sorcerer
Type: Two-handed
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Damage: 35 – 47
Effects: Attack +30, Armor Penetration +25%
Activated Effect: Dancing Weapon – Can be released to fight independently using your Staff Mastery Skill and Int instead of Str for Attack and Damage bonuses for up to 1 minute, once per day.
Matched Set Bonuses!
You have discovered the matched set: Regalia of the Grand Sorcerer
Benefits: All activated effects can be used twice per day, all bonuses increased by 10%
Shadedancer’s Leathers
Type: Armor
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: Armor +120, Defense +80, Dodge +25%, Stealth +25%, Stamina Regen +25%
Activated Effect: Dancing Shadows – Blind all enemies within 30’ for 10 s, once per day
Shadedancer’s Bulwark
Type: Shield
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: Defense +50, Missile deflection +25%, Magic resistance +15%
Activated Effect: Solid Shadows – Inflict Paralyzed Debuff on all enemies within 30’ for 10 s, once per day
Shadedancer’s Talisman
Type: Charm
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: Agil +10, Per +10, LP Regen +25%, SP Regen +15%
Activated Effect: Shadows of Blood – Restore 50% of lost LP, once per day
Matched Set Bonuses!
You have discovered the matched set: Shadedancer’s Garb
Benefits: All activated effects can be used twice per day, all bonuses increased by 10%
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Before leaving, Aranos had also spoken to the Parmassae.  It turned out that, as the Bonded Ruler of the city, he now had a lot more authority over the librarians – not as much as he had over the Vaultkeeper, but enough to ask that they make copies of any Lore about the Pantheon of Light, the Feast of Virnal, and the Arcane Doors for he and his party to take.  The librarians had somewhat reluctantly agreed to his firmly worded request and informed him that it would take at least three days for the materials to be ready.  Aranos was fine with that; they were logging out tomorrow, anyway, so the players wouldn’t even be able to make use of it for at least two days.
Now, he stood before Rhys thoughtfully.  The Druid hadn’t attempted to escape or break his bonds – Aranos was pretty sure the elf could do so if he tried hard enough – and seemed content to sit quietly, gagged and blindfolded.  Aranos judiciously cast his Shield Mind Spell before reaching out and removing the gag, pulling it down to the Druid’s throat. 
Rhys coughed and licked his lips.  “Liberator, I assume that is you?” he spoke, his voice harsh and raspy.  Aranos looked more closely at the elf and saw streams of dried tear tracks on his cheeks.
“It’s me, Rhys,” Aranos replied softly, also removing the blindfold.  The Sorcerer wasn’t particularly nervous – he didn’t think anything the Druid could try would harm him through his Arcane Armor and mind shield.  “You want to explain what happened?”
“I – I do not know, Liberator,” the Druid admitted, a catch in his throat.  Aranos was half suspicious, but his Scent Ability didn’t detect any signs of falsehood from the man.  “I cannot explain.”
“Try,” Aranos insisted with a frown.  “You killed another party member, Rhys.  You jeopardized everything and everyone.  I’m deciding now if I should execute you or not.  I’m going to need more convincing than ‘I don’t know’.”
Rhys’ head hang low.  “It is difficult to explain, as everything from that time is – hazy in my memory.  Yet, I shall attempt as best I can.”
The Druid’s head remained downcast as he spoke.  “My thoughts have been dark of late, Liberator,” he admitted.  “I have had – urges, I suppose, that I have had difficulty restraining.  There have been times when I had to force myself to heal the party, especially when I knew that it was essential.  When we were faced with overwhelming odds, I have felt the need to attack, heedlessly and with abandon, and to encourage you to do so, as well. 
“I have mastered these, so far, but the desires within me have grown stronger these past few days.  When you told us of the Dream Haunter’s Abilities, I should have felt fear and concern for the others.  Instead, I felt a wave of anger toward you, one I could not control. It seemed for a moment that I could recall dozens of times when you had endangered us all by withholding such information, and I could not understand why others were so easily convinced to let it go.  I was enraged, but when you spoke to me, I recalled more clearly.  I remembered your true actions, and the anger fell away – but it did not vanish.
“All day, as we traveled to the Treehome, my rage was slowly building.  Why were we doing this?  Why were we going willingly to our deaths at your word?  I could once more recall countless times you had abandoned us to go off alone, times when you had left us to our deaths in search of greater rewards.
“Once we were in the Treehome, the feeling became a certainty, Liberator.  You had abandoned us, sacrificed us to the qualintar, while you and the Avenger were off lying together.  You had betrayed us, and I had to convince the others to quit the field, to run while there was still time.  It seemed that I had no choice but to kill the Shaman; bereft of healers, the party would surely flee.  She would be reborn, and I would have saved us all.  I would be the hero, for once, not you, Liberator.”
Rhys raised his head to stare into Aranos’ stunned eyes.  “And there is my secret shame, revealed for you.  Even before all this began, I felt jealous of you, Liberator.  I watched you free Mistress Dirue, and I was jealous that I could not.  I saw you battle Lord Keryth in the skies above Eredain, and I wished I had such power.  I was part of the party, yes, but an inconsequential part.  None sang the praises of Rhys, the healer who kept the Liberator from dying. 
“Something fed that jealousy and turned it into anger.  Even now, I feel it; I know it is absurd, and that the memories I have are wrong, but still, it is there.  I look at you, and a part of me wishes to break these bonds and hurl Spells at you, even knowing that it would mean my death.  I do not understand, but I beg forgiveness – and I beseech your aid, Liberator.  I cannot hold these feeling back for long.”
Aranos reached out and touched the Druid, laying a mind shield on him.  He watched, hoping for some reaction, but the Druid gave no sign that the Spell was having any effect.  Whatever was happening to the Druid was happening at a deeper level, beyond what the simple Spell could reach, and there was only one way he could find what was going on.  Hesitantly, he cast his Void Prison and wrapped it around the surprised-looking Druid.
“I’m going to need to enter your mind to try and fix this, Rhys,” the Sorcerer said gently.  “Normally, that wouldn’t be a problem, but I’m pretty sure that right now, you’ll do everything in your power to stop me.  I don’t think you’ll have a choice.  I’m sorry that I have to do this to you, and I hope you’ll understand.”
Aranos closed his eyes and willed a tendril of mind mana to flow down his arm, through the contact with the Druid, and into the elf’s thoughts.  Immediately, a wave of rage struck him; Rhys was furious at his intrusion, at being held helpless while it happened.  He felt brief resistance as the elf tried to push him away, but Aranos ignored it and slipped deeper into his mind.
Rhys had spoken of strange memories, ones that he knew were false but couldn’t ignore, so Aranos decided to start there.  He dove into the well of the elf’s mind, using his own expertise at navigating the memories of the Skill books and the dreamscape to flit about easily.  Rhys’ thoughts were a chaotic swirl, but the new, strange memories were obvious.  They loomed in the man’s thoughts, and Aranos could sense the strands of mind mana holding them there.  No wonder he can’t ignore these, Aranos realized.  He’s being forced to pay attention to them.
Aranos wove his own strands of mind mana, wrapping them around the threads of power that fed these thoughts.  Just as he’d once done when severing the chains of the iggullon in his dreamscape, he slipped his strands into the thin streams of energy, following them safely beyond Rhys’ mind before severing them cleanly.  He cut each strand as gently as he could before shrouding the memories in a haze of mind mana.  He could probably remove them, but he wasn’t sure what kind of damage that might do to the Druid.  Hopefully, bereft of power and misted over with his mana, the memories would quickly fade and be forgotten.
Aranos flitted through the Druid’s mind, not touching but just observing.  Rhys’ mind had been tampered with; there were signs of it everywhere, signs that his Tracking experience showed Aranos plainly.  Someone had tried to cover it up and had done an expert job, but Aranos was too gifted a tracker to be so easily fooled.  There, a memory had been nudged out of place, shifted to make some other memories more coherent.  Here, a tiny flaw in a memory caused it to stutter briefly, something that Rhys would attribute to nothing more than a memory lapse but that Aranos could clearly see was a remnant from an almost-perfect edit.  Whoever had done this was incredibly skilled; they hadn’t just created memories that would be rejected by Rhys’ mind.  They’d shifted and edited other memories to support the new ones, to lend them credence.  The changes started small but became exponentially large as Rhys’ own experiences worked to reinforce the altered memories.  Aranos might be able to fix it, but he didn’t have this sort of Skill.  He’d be just as likely to destroy the man’s mind as to help him.
A sudden flash caught Aranos’ attention, and he spun to follow a single, random image that darted away.  The image was strangely torn and disjointed, as if it were a fragment of something larger, something that had been cut away without quite being perfectly removed.  The thought tugged at Aranos’ own memory, and as he pursued the retreating figment, he allowed his thoughts to wander.
I’ve seen something like this before, he mused.  Something where the person had tried to repair a weave but not quite gotten it right.  They’d almost made it match perfectly, but there’s no such thing as a perfect repair.  Once you’ve cut something away, you’ll never make whatever you fill it with fit just right, whether it was cut with a blade or with void mana…
He froze for a moment as he remembered where he’d seen a patch job like this.  It had been when he was investigating the murder of the Patriarch of House Gilris, when he and Saphielle – he quickly set that thought aside as a stab of pain spiked through him – when he’d realized that part of the Patriarch’s ward had been cut open with void magic and then almost perfectly repaired.  This was the same thing – the perpetrator had been highly skilled and an expert in what they were doing, but they hadn’t quite been good enough to escape Aranos’ notice – but that had been Keryth, the Patriarch of Exxidor.
Hadn’t it?
A feeling of dread rose in Aranos as he neared the torn fragment of memory.  It was a brief image, a sensation, a feeling, and no more than that.  In it, he was somewhere both familiar and strange, a place he thought he’d known but actually hadn’t.  He was terrified, bound, helpless.  He knew the figure standing above him – but at the same time, he didn’t know them at all.  Aranos could almost see it, the white robe, the long fingers, the silver hair…
His thoughts crystallized, and Aranos knew. 
Golloron.
Golloron, who was a master of mind magic, something Aranos had almost forgotten.  The elf had taught Aranos how to create and use his mindscape, so long ago, and had been surprised that Aranos had any ability to resist the Wizard’s mental intrusion.
Golloron, who could see minds the way Aranos saw mana but somehow never realized Lily and her aswang were in the Stronghold’s midst.  Or did he? 
Golloron, who’d read every Skill book in Durlan’s library but somehow missed a Corrupted tome that would be just the sort of thing that would appeal to a curious Sorcerer with a penchant for crafting and a Soulbound Companion.
Golloron, who’d assigned them this Cleansing Quest and who’d set the time it had to be completed by, which just coincidentally led Aranos to the same place Lily needed to go at the same time that she needed to be there to complete her ritual.
Golloron, who was bound to Eredain’s Tree-heart, just as Aranos was bound to Antas’, but did nothing to stop Keryth, who’d sent the fallen Dirue exactly where Keryth had needed her to be to draw Aranos away from the Heart’s defense. 
Golloron, who had plenty of Skill in mind mana to weave a barrier around Lythienne’s memory stone, but who somehow always left the tiniest flaws in his weavings, as if so confident that no one would even look that he didn’t bother to clean up after himself.
As Aranos felt the rage building in him, he withdrew from Rhys’ mind and banished the Void Prison.  The Druid blinked repeatedly, shaking his head, his face puzzled.  “The anger is fading from me, Liberator,” he said slowly.  “I can remember it – I can remember why I felt it – but it seems a distant thing, as if recalled from a dream.  That must be your doing.”
Aranos nodded, tamping down the anger.  It wouldn’t do any good right now, and Rhys would misinterpret it.  “I figured out what was happening.  Someone had gone into your mind, changed your memories.  I don’t think you were as jealous as you imagined you were; they took a tiny spark of it and magnified it, making you remember things differently than they happened.  As time passes, they’ll fade even more, and eventually you’ll forget them.”
“While that is heartening, and I am grateful,” Rhys said softly, “one wonders if it would not have been better to have removed those memories entire.”
“I could have done that, but it might have driven you insane,” Aranos said bluntly.  “I’m not as skilled as the one who did this to you; I would probably hurt as much as I helped.”
“And do you know who did this, Liberator?” the Druid spoke, his face darkening.  “Whoever they are, I owe them a debt, I believe.”
“I do,” Aranos nodded.  “And later on, I’ll tell you all about it.  I promise.  For right now, though, I need you calm and focused, because I need your help with Saphielle’s funeral.”
“What?!” Rhys half-shouted, struggling to rise from his chair.  “Saphi – the Avenger?  What?  Did I?”  Tears sprang once more from the man’s eyes, and Aranos patted him comfortingly on the shoulder.
“No, that had nothing to do with you.  That was my….”  Aranos stopped, remembering Saphielle’s courage, her strength, and her insistence on being the shield against his harm.  I won’t apologize for that.  I won’t cheapen her actions by taking credit for them.  “It wasn’t anyone’s fault,” he said quietly. “It was a battle, and Saphielle was a Warrior.  She chose to give her life to give us the chance to win.  That was her choice, and knowing her, it was the only one she could have made.”
Rhys nodded, sniffing.  “She swore to be your shield, Liberator,” the Druid murmured.  “You honor her memory by acknowledging this.”
Aranos blinked away the sudden tears and summoned a quick knife, parting the Druid’s bonds.  “Geltheriel told me that elven funerals are held at sundown, and that a Druid or Priest usually presides over them.  Meridian is willing, but it would be better, I think, if you did it.  You knew her longer, and you know the customs better than Meridian does.”
“I would be honored – and deeply saddened, at the same time,” Rhys replied, bowing his head.  “Liberator, I – I never intended…”
“It wasn’t your fault,” Aranos said firmly, cutting the man off.  “You need to believe me in that.  There was nothing you could have done.”  He gazed seriously at the man.  “If anything like this starts happening again, though, you need to tell me right away.  If I catch it early, I can stop it, okay?”
“I will, Liberator,” Rhys promised.  “And thank you.”
The other party members had grumbled a bit at seeing Rhys walking toward the simple stone bier, upon which Saphielle’s body lay, but Aranos silenced them with a glance.  He would explain later, but now wasn’t the time for it.  They were here for something far more important.
The woman’s body lay uncovered, her ravaged and burned face peaceful in repose.  She was still wrapped in her shattered armor, with her broken shield upon her chest.  Her spear, however, rested in Aranos’ inventory.  It was a weapon against the Darkness, and it would be used that way again someday.  Aranos knew Saphielle would have had it no other way.
Rhys took his place at the side of the body and began to speak.  Later, Aranos couldn’t really recall exactly what the Druid had said.  Rhys spoke of Saphielle’s bravery, her sacrifice, her prowess, and her devotion, but the individual words didn’t seem to catch in the Sorcerer’s brain.  He recalled the feeling of it, though.  He remembered his sorrow, the tears that rolled down not only his face, but those of most of the party.  He remembered laughing as they recalled her blunt humor and plainspoken speech.  He recalled Geltheriel’s hand in his, warm and comforting, and he glanced around to see the others standing close, seeking solace in each other’s company. 
As the last rays of the sun bathed the city, Rhys finished and motioned to Aranos.  The Sorcerer moved forward and stood over the Warrior’s fallen body, standing silently for a moment.
“Saphielle once made me a promise,” he began softly.  “She swore that she would be the shield that kept me from harm.”  He looked up at the others.  “She was all of our shield.  She stood when no one else could, she held when we would have run.
“But she was more than that.  She was the simple voice of reason.  She was the truth, when we might have lied to ourselves.  She was our teacher, our guardian.  She was our friend.”  Aranos paused as Longfellow sniffed loudly, wiping at his eyes. 
“Elven custom is to return the fallen to the forest,” Aranos continued.  “We can’t do that, here.  At least, not yet.  Antas isn’t fully Redeemed – but we will finish what we started.”  My love.
“So, we’ll do the next best thing.”  He took out a sliver of oilarie that he’d cut far more smoothly and easily than the last time, using a light-infused deepsteel knife, and placed the sliver on Saphielle’s chest.  He closed his eyes and reached down into himself, pulling up his vital mana and infusing it into the wood.  Beside him, he felt a similar warmth flowing from Rhys as the Druid cast his own Spell. 
As Aranos felt roots bursting from the sliver and reaching down into Saphielle’s body, he used his High Mastery Ability to lower the stone bier to the level of the flagstone paved courtyard.  The stone crumbled at his mind’s touch, filling with vital mana that left it a patch of rich, dark soil.  More energy flowed through him, even as Rhys’ Spell petered out, and he heard a gasp from the others.  Still, he poured power into the new sapling, shifting his SP into vital mana; Saphielle deserved a true memorial.
At last, he cut off the flow and reached out to touch the tree.  Its bark was warm and smooth beneath his hand, and when he opened his eyes, he stared at it in amazement.  He’d expected to see the golden, rune-etched bark of an oilarie, but this tree’s bark was a swirl of pallid white and emerald green, with only traces of gold gleaming here and there throughout the trunk.  The leaves overhead should have been needle-like, shedding a glowing radiance similar to daylight upon the party.  Instead, the palmate leaves were shaped like tendrils of silver flame, interlaced with strands of electric blue and ruby-red radiance that blended together in seamless harmony.
“It is fitting, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel murmured as she walked up to him, placing her hand on his shoulder.  “It is something new, the perfect melding of you both.  In this, you are together, forever.”
Aranos nodded, almost afraid to speak, but touched the tree.  As he did, a voice seemed to whisper in his mind, one last time.
Goodbye, my love.






Epilogue

Lily cursed and raged as the world formed around her once more.  She fucking hated dying; it was three hours of darkness and silence while she waited for the damn AIs to respawn her.  Now that she wasn’t a real player, she didn’t get one of the fancy rooms – that, or the AIs didn’t want her to be able to talk to the outside world.  That was just as likely, since an email from her to the wrong person might screw a lot up for them, but it didn’t matter.  What was important was that they still her wait the whole, three hours but wouldn’t give her the simple, fucking courtesy of a goddamn light.
It wasn’t just the respawn that enraged her.  That fucker, Aranos…he’d promised to…  A stab of panic went through her as the image of being bound in the darkness, helpless, forever flashed in her mind.  It was her worst nightmare, her greatest fear, and that asshole had…
Fear shifted once more to fury, and Lily lashed out at whatever was nearby.  It all deserved to burn; Aranos, Geltheriel, that damn city…the whole, fucking world.  As she raged, black fire ripped from her hands, consuming the trees around her hungrily.  Ropes of purple lightning smashed rocks into dust, and shards of ebon ice shredded any hapless creature that didn’t flee her rage too quickly. 
That pleased Lily, and that pleasure calmed her rage.  While she hated dying, she was not hating her newfound power.  Power meant control; control of others, control of herself.  Her power let her decide who lived and who died, and who deserved to suffer.  Really, power was everything in this world or any other.  You either had it or you didn’t, and if you did, you used it.  That was the way, the only way.
She had real power, now.  She wasn’t crippled by the damn Corruption anymore.  She wasn’t bound to a dead thing or in service to a dumbass god.  She was powerful in her own right.  If she hadn’t been so torn up already, she probably could have taken on Aranos’ party, at least with the Sorcerer out of the picture.  She figured she might even be able to take Aranos one-on-one right now, but the asshole wasn’t likely to face her one-on-one anymore.  He knew that she’d Ascended, become something more than a plain elf, and it scared him.  She could see it in his eyes.
That wasn’t fear, that was respect, her inner voice corrected.  He Ascended too, after all…
Lily sighed.  As always, the voice was right.  It was always right, had been since she was a little girl.  Aranos wasn’t afraid of her, but he respected her.  He knew her power now, and he was treating her carefully.  “Because I am a badass supervillain, and he knows it,” she muttered, conjuring another gout of black flames.  He’d threatened her because he didn’t want to fight her.  He wasn’t sure how it would turn out, either.
She supposed she should be happy about how things turned out.  Zoridos was dead, and she was free.  She’d gotten the power she wanted, and she’d managed to miss the entirety of the battle thanks to that asshole lich sending her out to check out that stupid-ass tower.  She rubbed her nose as she remembered that; the undead hadn’t even been able to get close to the thing.  Stepping into the clearing weakened them instantly, and then something in the air of the place burned them from the inside out.  Lily had held back as long as she could, but Zoridos had ordered her to take the tower, and once her minions were dead, she had no choice but to try it herself. 
That hadn’t been a hell of a lot of fun.  There was something in the air around the tower that seared Lily’s nose and lungs, and the light shining on her sapped her Strength and left her feeling weak.  Her LP bar was dropping steadily, and she was just about to hightail it out of there when Zoridos’ voice slammed into her mind like a ton of bricks.
Get back to the Tree-heart!  Now!
She’d grumbled a bit, of course.  The stupid lich had a shit-ton of power but no Skill whatsoever.  Lily had learned that it hadn’t been anyone important or powerful before the Feast, and it had used the Tree-heart and a ritual like hers to gain that power.  That was a dumb-ass thing to tell her, because it had taught her to use the ritual already, and now she knew that the ritual would give her power similar to its own.  Its days had been numbered from that point – eventually, she’d grow strong enough to do the ritual despite its commands, and then she would be the Master and Zoridos the slave. 
When she’d realized that Aranos was attacking the Tree-heart, though, she’d jumped on her summoned karkadann and jetted for the city as fast as she could.  The Sorcerer had figured it out: he knew that the Heart was Zoridos’ weakness.  Somehow, he’d tricked her into thinking he’d made a mistake.  That was good – Aranos was probably the only one besides her who could destroy that thing and sever it from the Tree-heart – but it occurred to her that the damn Sorcerer never did shit by halves.  He wouldn’t just sever Zoridos from the Tree-heart, he’d take it for himself somehow, and if he Redeemed it the way he had the Vault… 
The black-skinned, blood-dripping equine was disgusting but fast, faster than any damn horse, and it had only taken her minutes to reach the gates.  She’d rushed inside, ridden the creature to death trying to get to the Tree-heart – and arrived too late.
The wave of mana that hit her when Aranos restored the Tree-heart had very nearly killed her, and the weakening effects of the damn Redeemed Heart meant that, really, she was probably just about as badly off as Aranos looked like he’d been.  Sure, she’d at least kept her clothes on unlike the Sorcerer, but she hadn’t even been able to bring up a shield before that stupid spear stuck in her throat.  That wouldn’t have stopped her, normally, since one of the lessons she’d wrung from one of her victims’ minds was how to do silent casting, but her LP and SP were just too low for her to fight at the moment.  She’d been bluffing, and they called her bluff. 
That stupid party.  If it had just been her and Aranos – well, she supposed she had no idea how that might have gone right then.  As weak as they both were, it might have been like a battle between a couple of level one casters, shooting flames and ice balls at each other.  Still, without them, she might have won.  If she’d killed him, she might have been able to steal the Tree-heart and its power…
Maybe, maybe, maybe, whispered the inner voice.  Maybe not.  It doesn’t matter; what will you do now?
Yeah, the voice was right.  Going over that shit wasn’t helping.  She needed to move forward, and Aranos had shown her the way to do that.  He’d become Lord of a damn city – some kind of Lord Sorcerer, she supposed – but there were other cities, other places.
Let Aranos keep his fucking party.  She was gonna go raise an army.
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David Newsome was in the middle of a call when the message from Veronica came through.  He glanced at it briefly – it was a reminder that tomorrow morning was logout, and that they had their scheduled meeting to discuss how the beta test was proceeding – without missing a beat of his conversation.  The face of the Iraqi President was perfectly clear in his holoscreen, and although David knew that the President was speaking Arabic, the translation software rendered his voice into American English clearly and precisely. 
“…some concerns among members of my brother nations that our visions are not being adequately represented in your game,” the man was speaking.  “While we understand that much of this world was based on Judeo-Christian myths and legends, we feel we should remind you that Islam is the second largest religion in the world.  Surely, not including our beliefs is somewhat – remiss.”
“You’re being misinformed, Mr. President,” David replied calmly, mentally triggering a control on his screen and loading up a video he’d had prepared specifically for this conversation.  The President’s Chief of Staff was secretly on Neo-dyne’s payroll and made sure that David knew what was going on in Baghdad almost before the President himself did. 
“As you can see, any player from your region is placed into an instance of the game that is based very loosely around a combination of the “1001 Arabian Nights” tales and the Golden Age of the Caliphates.  There’s a much higher focus, for example, on learning and technology than in other instances, and divine magic is generally considered to be ‘good’, while arcane magic is usually seen as ‘bad’ unless the practitioner has a license and works for an existing mosque.  You won’t find dragons or knights in armor, but you will find camel warriors, dervishes, and afrits.”
The President’s eyes goggled as he watched the 3-D video play out.  “This is very reassuring,” the man finally spoke.  “I’m glad to know that Neo-dyne is being culturally and religiously sensitive.  Thank you for the clarification.” 
The two men chatted idly for a few minutes, but David had tuned out the conversation and proceeded on autopilot.  What he’d told the President was the truth, so far as it went, but there was more to it than the simple overview he’d given the politician.  The company’s research had shown that many of its Islamic participants preferred a setting just as he’d described, and the company had given it to them.  However, there was also a strong undercurrent of people who secretly wished they could escape from under the gaze of the imams, and the game had built an entire underground empire for them, as well.   It was a place where divine magic was forbidden, arcane magic flourished, and psionics were commonly practiced. 
Newsome didn’t care about the political or religious struggles; he just wanted to create an environment people would want to live in, to play in.  He wanted them to want, with all their hearts, to be there.  That seemed to be one of the keys to high connectivity – the more you wanted to exist in the game, the better your brain responded to the mappings.  In the Alpha testing, most of the participants hadn’t been willing and hadn’t really wanted to be there, except for one – and she’d balked at the last minute, ruining the experiment. 
As he disconnected the call, David put the President’s concerns out of his mind as if they’d never existed.  It was a strength of his: he was able to focus on what mattered today and ignore what he couldn’t do anything about.  He glanced at the picture on his desk, the reminder of why he was doing this.  Well, mostly, he acknowledged.
He tapped a flashing icon on his screen, and an image of Veronica appeared before him.  “Good evening, Mr. Newsome,” the AI spoke in a crisp, professional tone.  “I have the numbers from this week’s beta tests…”
As the woman went on, David alternately smiled and frowned.  A few of the participants actually had connectivity scores that dropped as time passed.  At first, there had been some talk among the board of kicking them out of the program just to shore the numbers out, but he’d easily talked the members out of that.  Failure was an important learning tool, after all, and figuring out why these were struggling could only help others succeed. 
When they reached Jeff Lawson’s status, Veronica paused.  “His numbers did go up this week, quite significantly,” she said carefully.  “However, I don’t recommend continuing last week’s pattern.  It worked once, but I think ultimately it’ll be self-destructive.”
“I disagree,” Newsome shook his head.  “We pushed him, and he responded.  If we push him harder, he’ll respond even better.  It’s all about tying him into the game.”
“While that would normally work, I suggest easing off the pressure, Mr. Newsome.  Mr. Lawing quite nearly turned to the Dark, and as powerful as his character is, if it went to the Darkness, he would be extremely destabilizing.”
“Worst-case scenario, I’d take care of him myself,” David shrugged.  “I don’t think it would come to that…”
“Excuse me, Mr. Newsome, but based on my projections, there’s a strong possibility that, with the added power of turning to the Darkness, even your character would have difficulty dealing with him.  Mr. Newsome, he just took down Zoridos.  By himself.”
David frowned.  “That shouldn’t be possible,” he argued almost out of habit.  Veronica wouldn’t have told him anything that wasn’t accurate, but that didn’t seem like something that could happen.  “Zoridos is a scaled raid boss; he’s always 15 levels above the highest-level character in the area and has the power of the Tree-heart.  It would take a full raid group to kill him…”
“No, Mr. Newsome.  Not kill him.  He destroyed him, permanently.  He discovered Zoridos’ link to the Tree-heart, severed it, freed all the trapped souls within, and claimed the city for himself.  Antas is a free realm, now.”
Newsome sat, quietly, thinking for a moment.  Veronica was right; if the young man’s character was that powerful, letting him turn Dark would cause any number of problems.  “How did it happen?” he finally asked, listening as Veronica gave him a more detailed explanation. 
At the end, he leaned back and smiled.  “I made a mistake, Veronica, and you were right.  We pushed too hard, and pushing more will be counterproductive.”
“Thank you, Mr. Newsome,” the AI assistant smiled at him.  “Might I suggest…”
He waved her to silence.  “It wasn’t the pressure that drew him deeper into the game.  That was my mistake.  Don’t you see, Veronica?  It was love.  He loved that NPC, and that made him commit far more completely than all the setbacks and challenges did.  We just need to give him someone else to love, is all.”
“I understand, Mr. Newsome, but again, I don’t recommend trying to recreate that scenario immediately.  Mr. Lawing seems to be displaying real and genuine grief; our research indicates that humans find it difficult to love for some time after a loss such as this.”
“I suggest you do more research into the concept of rebounds,” David replied.  “But I wasn’t talking about romantic love.”  He glanced again at the picture on his desk.  “Tell me, Veronica, does Mr. Lawing have any siblings?”
[image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated]
Aranos raced through the dreamscape, fuming as he traveled.  His first visit of the night had been to Lorsan, which had been fine.  Ghilanna had been true to her word and provided him with plenty of guards, and the number of members trickling into his House kept growing.  Lorsan had been far more cautious about what Quests he accepted, apologetically refusing those he thought were beyond the House’s means to accomplish, and it seemed some of the pressure from other Houses had eased a bit as they’d realized that Aranos wouldn’t be taking the bait. 
His next trip, though, had been to Mathias, though, to check on the Travelers, and that had gone less well. 
“I am pleased to report that we have completed our Quest, my Lord,” the overly formal Warrior bowed as he spoke.  “Thanks to the research of our Wizards, we discovered that the culprit was a beast called an apanog, something similar to the Wild Huntsman of Celtic legends.”
Aranos’ Beast Lore didn’t kick in, which meant the creature had to have been fairly rare.  “How did you know that was it?”
“An apanog can control other creatures of the Darkness around it and make them behave like they’re a coordinated unit instead of a bunch of animals.  There were other possibilities, but when one party got a glimpse of the creature, it was confirmed.  Four arms, ram horns on the head, always wears a black hood and black leather that’s supposedly made from elf skin.”  The Warrior shuddered.
Aranos frowned.  “Wait, so that thing’s just been hanging out around the Stronghold?” he asked dubiously.  “Why did we just start seeing signs of it now?”
“Oh, no,” Mathias explained.  “Apparently, it had attacked the Stronghold some years ago, and Elder Golloron had to deal with it.  As we found out a bit too late, if you kill the thing, it’s just banished for a year and will return, so the Elder captured it.  It escaped somehow.”  Mathias cleared his throat uncomfortably.  “As I said, we didn’t realize the whole ‘killing it means it comes back in a year’ part before we’d, you know – killed it.  It was mostly my fault; we’d discovered it has a weakness to light-enhanced weapons – did you know that you can do that?  You can add light damage to a weapon – so we went after it.  Took a few tries, but we managed to take it down.”
Aranos stared at the man, his anger rising, but he set it aside.  He wasn’t mad at Mathias; the man had done a great job, so far as Aranos could tell.  Once he verified the story with some of the other Travelers, he planned to offer the Warrior a place as an Elder of his House.  Making the man think Aranos was pissed at him wouldn’t help that much.
“Well, great job!” the Sorcerer forced a smile.  “So, did you all get accepted to your Houses?”
“For the most part, yes.  There was one party that didn’t help as much – they just focused on hunting in the forests or completing House Quests – and they didn’t get an offer, but they knew that was coming, so they’re not upset.  They’re really more in it for the money than for the reputation, anyway.”
Aranos had finished up his chat quickly and set off into the dreamscape.  Golloron again.  It was time to confront the Elder and let him know that his little game was up, that Aranos knew what was going on.
As his passage slowed, Aranos focused on the image of the perfidious Wizard.  He expected it to take a long time to summon Golloron – after all, surely the Elder had protections against this sort of thing – but the silver-haired, white robed figure appeared almost instantly, which put Aranos even more on guard.  If Golloron didn’t have strong protections against Dreamwalkers, maybe it was because he didn’t think he needed them…
“Lord Evenshade,” the Elder spoke, his faced creased with a smile.  “Truly, an unexpected pleasure!  I was alerted that you completed the first part of the Cleansing Quest; did you have a question about the next part?”
“I’m not here about the Quest, actually,” Aranos spoke, his voice cold and flat, drawing a narrowed gaze from the Elder.  “I’m here because you accidentally left a scrap of memory in Rhys when you screwed with his mind.”  The Sorcerer gestured, and his recollection of the vague image appeared in the dreamscape, shimmering before Golloron’s face.
“Ah, did I?” the Elder asked with a touch of seeming exasperation.  “I have been a bit sloppy lately, it is true.  If I had been more careful, that business with the Tree-heart might have turned out different.”
Noting Aranos’ look of surprise, the Elder laughed almost good-naturedly.  “You expected me to deny it, Traveler?  To protest and proclaim my innocence?  I suppose I could do that, but what would be the point?  I am certain you did not travel all this way simply over a blurry image.  I observed your hunt for Keryth with great interest; you are more perceptive than others give you credit, and you have certainly put more things together than just my tampering with your Druid.  Did he survive it, by the way?”
“He did,” Aranos said shortly.  “Saphielle didn’t.  I’ve healed most of the damage, by the way, and cut off your links to his mind.”
“I assume you will also be granting him additional protections against further intrusions, so I will write him off as a lost tool.  I am sorry to hear about the Lieutenant, though.  She was well respected, and her loss will be felt.  Still, those who seek adventure often find death, as the old saying goes.”
Aranos’ fury raged, and the dreamscape darkened around him.  The Elder merely glanced around unconcernedly.  “You knew Lily was in the city, impersonating Geltheriel,” he growled.  “You killed those elders, stole their knowledge, and set Keryth up to take the fall.  You put that Corrupt Skill book for me to find.  You gave Geltheriel the Cleansing Quest and then kept us at the Stronghold just long enough so that we’d meet Lily there and help her with her Evolution.  You sent me to be enslaved by Zoridos.  You set Rhys against us, hoping he’d betray us at the worst possible time.  You released the apanog to delay us and make Geltheriel fail her Quest.”
“Yes, to all but the last,” Golloron laughed.  “I never thought you would stay to puzzle out my little riddle; that was meant for the other Travelers to occupy themselves.  How is Zoridos, by the way?  Such a pathetic creature; so much power and so little skill in using it.”
“It’s dead,” Aranos said flatly.  “Gone, forever.  I freed the Tree-heart and the souls within and Redeemed the city.  Antas is mine, now.”
At those words, Golloron’s pleasant expression vanished.  “Take care, foolish Traveler,” he growled.  “You play with powers that are greater than your ken.  That city was given to the undead for a reason, just as my actions are taken for a reason that you would not understand.  The peace we enjoy is not what it might seem to be.”
Aranos’ eyes widened as realization struck him.  “You’re working for the Darkness!” he gasped.  “You’ve been a traitor to the Light all along!”
“I work with the Darkness.  There is a significant difference.”  The Elder shook his head.  “Think, Traveler.  When the Feast came, creatures from the Nightmare Realm roamed freely on this world.  Locked away from our gods, we had no forces sufficient to stop them.  At best, we could slow their advance.  And then, suddenly – they vanished.  Have you not wondered at this?”
“You’re paying tribute,” Aranos said slowly.  “Tribute to the Darkness.  Saphielle said that the number of elves in the Stronghold dwindles every year.  You’ve been sending them to be sacrificed!”
“In a manner of speaking, yes,” the elf nodded.  “Do you not see, Traveler?  We at the edges of the Claimed Lands make this sacrifice so that others may live.  We have made peace with the Darkness, and we sacrifice lives to that peace.  We send our forces out to be killed, arrange for men to die on the wall, weaken the Tree-hearts so that Blight can advance, but never too much.
“I do not serve the Darkness, for that is slavery disguised as power.  Yet, neither do I serve the Light, for how can you serve something that will not serve you in turn?  I serve my city and my nation, as do all the Elders of every city, the Lords of every human realm, the dwarven kings in their halls of stone.  This is the peace we negotiated long ago, and it is why only weak creatures roam near our lands. 
“The Blightlands are filled with beasts that would consider amaroks and ursusz to be less than fodder, Traveler.  Perhaps you have seen this in your travels?”  Aranos refused to answer, but the Elder continued.  “Those creatures stay far from our cities and slaughter one another rather than crush our walls and ravage our lands, and they do so because of the peace we have arranged.
“This is why I was so thrilled when the Travelers began to arrive,” the old elf continued, gesturing a bit wildly as he spoke, his voice growing more frantic.  “Surely, I thought, their deaths will satisfy the Dark as well as the deaths of elves, and the lives of Travelers are an endless resource.  That is why I led you on the path to lost Haerobel, why I gave your Follower the Quest to go to Antas, why I released the apanog to slaughter the lesser Travelers, and why I tolerated that first Traveler’s presence despite her obvious insanity. 
“And yet, you above all refuse to simply die for me!”  The Elder was starting to rave now, and Aranos mentally prepared his Arcane Armor.  “You destroyed Lythienne and freed Haerobel.  You stopped Keryth and purified the Tree-heart in a way that even I cannot undo!  Your minions slew the apanog I released rather than be slaughtered by it!  Now, you have gone so far as to Redeem Antas, banishing the undead and freeing all those trapped souls!”
The Elder spun to face Aranos, and white fire streaked with black rose from the elf’s hands.  “Do you not see?  There will be a price to pay for what you have done, and we will be the ones to pay it!  The assaults on our walls will increase, the deaths will grow, and that will be on your conscience, Traveler!”
“No,” Aranos replied calmly.  “This is war, and in war, Warriors die.  You’ve forgotten that, Golloron; you forgot that we’re supposed to be fighting to save these people, not just slowing down how quickly they die.  Otherwise, you could never live with what you’re doing.”
“You preach to me, Sorcerer?” the elf shouted, his anger fully present, the flames writhing up his arms and into his flowing hair.  “You know nothing of the sacrifices I have made, nothing of what I have done to protect myself and my city!” 
“Everyone will know about them, soon,” Aranos murmured.  “You know I won’t keep this secret.”
“None will believe you, fool!  Tell who you wish; I have my fingers deep into the minds of all within the Stronghold.  I can turn them to your side or against you as easily as a thought!  Those with the power to stop this know of it; those who do not know will never listen!”
The fire swirled about Golloron faster now, brilliant white shot with black streaks of void magic.  Of course, Golloron was a void mage; he was the void mage Aranos had been seeking and only thought he found.  “I’ll convince them, Golloron.  It’ll take time, but I’ll expose you.”
“And your Follower’s family will die that night,” Golloron snapped.  “As will the healers of House Melarue.  Mistress Dirue will succumb to the mental injuries done to her.  And all will look as if your Travelers did the deed, all blame will fall on them.  On you.  None will believe you after that, Traveler.”
Fury raged through Aranos, a match for the flames Golloron had summoned, but he held it tightly within him.  “You know I’ll stand against you, Golloron.  You can cast me from the Stronghold, revoke my Title, but I’ll still fight you.  And I’ll win.  That’s what Travelers do.”
“Cast you out?” the Elder laughed.  “Not at all!  You are welcome within Eredain, so long as you avoid angering me unduly.  I have no fear of your presence, no need to cast you out.  Let me show you why, Sorcerer!” 
The flames roared off Golloron and roiled around Aranos, licking and curling at his dream flesh, but the Sorcerer felt no heat.  A thin barrier surrounded him, a place where no dream-stuff existed, and in that place, the Elder’s fire had no power.  “I think that’s enough of that,” the arcane finally snapped, flexing his will.  Instantly, the wave of fire winked out, snuffed as if it had never been.
“This is my dreamscape, Golloron,” the arcane said darkly, his anger finally rising in my voice.  “I alone have power here.” 
“So you may think, but there are powers deeper than you have delved,” the elf growled, suddenly glowing with a sickly, gray light that made the dreamscape shudder around them.  The dreams flickered and faded nearest the pair, and Aranos grabbed the elf with his will, trying to suppress the rising flood of strange energy.
It was like trying to hold back the tide.  The upswelling of energy was vast, beyond anything Aranos had touched, reminding him of the oceans of energy below his mana river or the fell power that Lily had gathered in her ritual.  His will flexed uselessly, and in desperation, he grabbed every erg of power within his reach, dragging the dreamscape into himself and turning it into a blaze of chromatic fire. 
Aranos unleashed his blast of spirit-infused power just as the gray light roared forth from Golloron’s hands.  For a moment, the entire dreamscape exploded in a frenzy of energies that shredded nearby dreams and ripped at the very fabric of the realm.   When the maelstrom settled, the dreamscape was empty.  Both of the men had vanished.
Morx stepped out from behind a shredded vision of a dream and observed the blasted dreamscape curiously.
“Now that – was interesting.”
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Aranos’ Character Sheet

After the conquest of Antas
Author’s Note: By fan requests, I’ve expanded this listing to include things like Aranos’ casting bonuses.  I considered adding skill rank effects and ability descriptions, but that felt too much like padding a book that’s already really long!
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Aranos, Lord Evenshade, Heart-Bonded of Antas
Age: 26
Race: High Arcane
Advanced Class: Sorcerer AscendantXP: 168,003/171,000
Level: 9
Class: SorcererXP: 106,502/120,000
Level: 15
Profession: ScholarXP: 280/500
Abilities:
Str: 54 (94)     Dex: 57 (97)    Agil: 58 (98)   End: 54 (94)
Int: 146 (187)   Wis: 155 (196)Per:  59 (100)     Cha: 156 (197)
LP: 2,766 /2,766Regen: 202.4/s
SP: 31,940/31,940Regen: 202.4/s, 288.1/s when meditating
Stamina: N/A
Soul Points: 30
Resistances: 
34% Primary or Composite Mana
49% Magic
Sorcerer Bonuses:
3.61x Spell Creation Speed
21% Spell Creation Cost
37% SP Casting Cost Reduction
1,490% Spell Power
3.65x Spell Casting Speed




Skill List
End of “Lord Sorcerer”
	

	
	Animal Handling (T): Adept 1

	

	

	Appraisal (T): Student 10


	Arcane Archery* (T): Expert 10


	Arcane Lore (T): Adept 3


	Bargaining (U): Student 2


	Battlesense (T): Adept 3


	Beast Lore (T): Adept 1


	Camouflage (T): Student 3


	Carving (T): Adept 2


	Climbing (U): Novice 8


	Deeper Meditation (T): Expert 5


	Diplomacy (U): Novice 6


	Dodge (T): Adept 3


	Dreamstriding (T): Expert 7


	Engraving (T): Adept 4


	Enhanced Inspection (T): Student 6


	Exotic Weapon Master (Nunchaku, T): Novice 8


	Faysmithing (General, T): Adept 6


	Fortitude* (T): Expert 5


	Goldsmithing (T): Adept 2


	Harvesting (T): Student 6


	Herbalism (T): Master 4


	High Enchantment (T): Expert 1


	Improvised Crafting (U): Novice 4


	Leadership (T): Adept 2


	Leatherworking (T): Student 6


	Lifesense (T): Novice 9


	Lore (Darkness, U): Novice 6


	Lore (Elven, T): Student 3


	Lore (Metallurgy, T): Student 3


	Lore (Undead, U): Student 2


	Mana Control (T): Expert 8


	Mana Mastery^ (T): Expert 1


	Metal Refining (T): Student 10


	Natural Lore (Forest, T): Master 3








	One-Handed Weapons (T): Novice 10


	Scribing (T): Student 1


	Sense Intent (T): Adept 1


	Sense Mana (T): Student 3


	Small Blades (U): Novice 2


	Soulmending^ (T): Adept 6


	Speech (U): Novice 8


	Spell Sculpting (U): Novice 3


	Staff Mastery (T): Student 5


	Stealth (Natural, U): Student 10


	Survival (Forest, T): Master 3


	Sword Mastery (T): Novice 10


	Tracking (T): Master 1


	Two-Handed Weapons (T): Student 4




Abilities
End of “Lord Sorcerer”
	Aura of Light


	Aura of Vitality


	Cultivate


	Final Rest


	High Mastery


	Massive Blow


	Multi-casting


	Multishot


	Nourishing Aura


	One With Nature


	One With the Land


	Overchannel


	Peerless Tracker


	Precise Shot


	Rally


	Rapid Shot


	Scent


	Speak With Plants


	Spell Binding


	Survival of the Fittest


	Trackless


	True Vision








Spell List
* = Enhanced Spell^ = Evolved Spell! = Ascended Spell
	Arcane Armor^: Adept 5


	Ball Lightning: Novice 8


	Channeled Blast: Adept 6


	Crystal Prison: Student 1


	Deadly Vapors: Student 6


	Death's Ward: Novice 7


	Debilitation*: Novice 8


	Dimensional Hop: Novice 1


	Elemental Ward^: Novice 4


	Elemental Weapon: Student 1


	Energy Barrage^: Adept 9


	Energy Wall: Novice 10


	Energy Web^: Student 3


	Fire and Ice^: Student 7


	Fire of the Martyr!: Novice 1


	Forge Mana^: Adept 9


	Gravity Well: Novice 3


	Great Enthrallment: Novice 1


	Greater Empowerment^: Student 8


	Greater Mage Shield: Novice 3


	Gust of Speed: Novice 4


	Illuminating Mists: Novice 6


	Impossible Tempest!: Novice 4


	Kinetic Bullet^: Adept 10


	Massless Flight^: Adept 1


	Needed Reclamation!: Novice 6


	Nova Blast: Novice 1


	Radiance of Life*: Novice 7


	Ravaging Burst: Novice 8


	Restorative Bolt: Novice 5


	Roar of Freedom!: Novice 2


	Shield Mind: Novice 3


	Spell Anchor: Novice 2


	Spell Channeling^: Master 1


	Strengthen Metal*: Novice 4


	Void Paralysis: Student 4


	Wave of Emotion: Novice 1


	Zone of Speed*: Student 8








Perks and Titles
End of “Lord Sorcerer”
Perks
	Arcane Endurance


	Dream Vampire


	Dreamweaver


	Greater Ascendant


	Greater Creation


	Indomitable


	Mana Expert


	Mana Vampire


	Mana Well


	Overchanneler


	Selfless Soulmender


	Traveler Soul




Titles
	Elf-Friend


	First Sorcerer


	Heart-bonded


	Kinslayer


	Lord Evenshade


	Master of Elements


	Master of Skills


	Slayer of Titans


	The Artificer


	The Ascendant


	The Grand Liberator


	The Paragon




Party Perks
	No Wall Too High (3)


	Stand at the Gates (2)


	Shock and Awe (7)


	Fight Another Day (2)
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Rarity, Quality, and Skill/Spell Ranks

Author’s Note: Again, these were requested as a reference tool, so I’m including them here.  Feel free to skip past this page if you remember these or honestly don’t care.
Skill/Spell Ranks
RankLevel Range
Novice     0 – 10
Student
11 – 20
Adept  21 – 30
Expert
31 – 40
Master  41 – 50
Grandmaster
51+
Rarity RanksQuality Ranks
Abundant          Shoddy
Common           Rough
Uncommon        Standard
Rare                           Fine
Exotic                         Excellent
Exceptional           Masterwork
Legendary            Artifact
Mythical             Mythical
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